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ABSTRACT

PIERCY, POP MUSIC, AND THE PATRIARCHY: FEMINIST ACTIVISM IN THE
SUNG AND WRITTEN WORD
Andrea Lohf, M.A.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Amy Newman, Director

What is missing in feminist studies, literary studies, and studies of popular music is a
comparison of lyrics with the verses of a feminist poet like Marge Piercy. Piercy is a feminist
voice from the beginning of the Second Wave of the Movement, and in her continued dedication
to its cause, she remains in touch with the same values that are alive and well in the lyrics of
Meghan Trainor, Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, and Taylor Swift. Reading these musicians’ lyrics
alongside Piercy’s verse, I provide greater context to enjoy and understand the gravity of both
Piercy’s ideas and the ideas of these women that critics have discounted, misconstrued, or
ignored largely due to their “lowbrow” genre of pop music. I also continue feminist critical
theory’s tradition of resurrecting marginalized voices and asking what it means to be a feminist
throughout the decades. Ultimately, I found that both generations exhibit feminist activism in
ways that challenge patriarchal hegemony and promote intersectionality, confirming my
assertion that the perceived division purported by the media is, indeed, unfounded.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
“The personal is political” was the slogan for feminists in the 1960s and ‘70s, and this
connection ignited sharp debate. Even after the Second Wave, the Movement continued to
receive criticism, which intensified in the ‘90s as younger women felt that the older generation’s
sexual emancipation rhetoric restricted rather than liberated them (Phoca and Wright 170). More
than ten years after this initial rejection, those who profess a belief in equity and equality still
distance themselves from the Movement. Toril Moi notes this distancing in the attitudes of past
students of her Feminist Classics class: “on my liberal, privileged American campus, young
women who would never put up with legal or institutional injustice believe that if they were to
call themselves feminists, other people would think that they must be strident, domineering,
aggressive, and intolerant and—worst of all—that they must hate men” (Moi 1736). The ad
hominem discourse Moi describes has persisted at least since the late 90s when Rush Limbaugh
popularized the term “feminazi,” which has since developed into a commonly used slur against
feminists. (Williams, “Feminazi”). Not surprisingly, feminists struggle to recover feminism’s
reputation from the negative connotation these malicious attacks have entrenched. Sheinin,
Thompson, McDonald, and Clement report that a Kaiser poll divided its respondents into two
halves and posed a different question about the Movement’s perception to each half’s
respondents. One half was asked “whether feminism has a good or bad reputation” while the
other was asked the same question substituting “women’s movement” instead (Sheinin et al.).
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They found that in the first half of the group, 55% see the word “feminism” negatively.
54% of the other half, who were asked the same question about “women’s movement,” viewed
the term positively (Sheinin et al.). Even feminist activists express concern about feminism’s
decline in positive recognition. Janet Albrechtsen and Andi Zeisler each argue that millennials
have, to a certain extent, tainted the Movement. Zeisler can no longer call herself a feminist
because of the corruption she sees within feminism’s increasing lack of political goals and
cohesion. Similarly, Albrechtsen exhorts feminism should fight for the freedoms of oppressed
women in other countries, not issues within the U.S. like the gender gap, misogyny, and sexism.
Instead, she urges feminists to work toward abolishing female genital mutilation, child
marriages, and honor killings (Albrechtsen 5). Instead of acknowledging sexism, she qualifies it
as “assumed” sexism, hinting that Western women are no longer experiencing sexist oppression.
They only assume they are. This critical backlash against the decades-long Movement calls into
question whether millennials’ take on feminism differs from feminism’s original goals. To parse
this developing question among critics, I study the poems of feminist Marge Piercy and compare
Piercy’s thematic foci to the lyrics of feminist millennial pop musicians Meghan Trainor, Lady
Gaga, Beyoncé, and Taylor Swift. By comparing Piercy’s feminism with the feminism espoused
by millennial pop musicians, I demonstrate both that Piercy’s poetry merits closer scrutiny from
scholars and that feminist ideals have not changed as drastically as critics would like to argue.
To understand millenial feminists’ relationship to feminists of the past, I draw from
Rebecca Munford and Melanie Waters, who connect the claims of the death or tainting of
feminism to hauntology (18). They explain: “If feminism is an ontology, a way of being, then it
is also a hauntology in the Derridean sense – a way of being that is shaped by anxieties about the
past, concern for the future and an overarching uncertainty about its own status and ability to
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effect change in a world where its necessity is perpetually cast into doubt” (Munford and Waters
20). In discussing their present circumstances, millenial feminists cannot help but refer to past
feminists’ rhetoric and goals. Munford and Waters state these historical ties “impl[y] persistence,
a refusal to go away” (21). They also describe Third Wave feminists as existing within a “state of
perpetual daughterhood” in their constant rebellion against their mothers, the Second Wave
feminists (23). This theory explains the resistance of Albrechtsen and Zeisler and factors into my
analysis of the pop musicians. In the following chapters, I demonstrate that these women do
hearken back to their “mother” feminists but in positive rather than negative ways, thereby
refuting Munford’s and Waters’ negative portrayal of the “post-feminist mystique” while also
validating the connection between the two generations.
In addition to these feminist controversies, many might question my reasoning in
bringing an American poet and several pop musicians into the same analysis. While I will not be
discussing the structural similarity of lyrics and poetic verse, I do not have to. Plenty of other
academics have waged that battle, and I will let them. Jean-Louis Cupers, for example, describes
this battle as a “Chinese puzzle,” but as he begins his attempt at solving said puzzle, he
contradictorily rejects the need to solve by stating, “there is no hiatus between language that is
spoken and language that is sung. One passes insensibly from one to the other. This
phenomenon, frequently overlooked, is particularly clear when one listens to language without
actually understanding it” (Cupers 309). He then goes on to discuss melopoetics, which is the
intersection of literature and music, commenting on the “emancipation” of music from literature
and literature from music that began in the 18th century. Nevertheless, he concludes his essay
urging that the two be brought together again: “Melopoetics can only succeed if it manages to
work in both ways, illuminating literature through music, illuminating music through literature.
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Like all genuine interdisciplinary endeavour, it is on the imperious condition of a mutual benefit
ensuing from the encounter that research and effort will succeed in enforcing its viability” (316).
Though I do not discuss the music of these musicians’ songs, I discuss their lyrics, which,
according to Cupers, are equivalent to Piercy’s poems spoken aloud. Although he offers no
guidance for practical applications of melopoetics in academia, I suggest that studying Piercy
and these pop musicians together allows the genres of music and literature to benefit each other
rather than remaining separate. We can understand one better by looking at it in tandem with the
other.
Furthermore, this enduring question of whether two artists of different genres can
coincide in the same academic discussion raises the question of the canon and highbrowlowbrow arguments. Barbara Christian argues that Black feminist criticism can only continue
flourishing by relinquishing the binary opposition perpetuated by high-low thinking. She calls on
her fellow Black feminist critics to embrace the high, the medium, and the low without judging,
to talk about it all without boundaries. “In ignoring their [low culture] voices, we may not only
truncate the movement but we may also limit our own process until our voices no longer sound
like women’s voices anymore” (Christian 243). By discussing all forms of women’s
contributions to literature, Christian posits, Black feminist critics continue to honor the
multiplicity of women’s voices and do not succumb to venerating just high culture, which was
long dominated by men’s voices. Similarly, if feminist critics refuse to integrate low culture into
our years-long discussion of high culture, they run the risk of ignoring extremely promising
texts, thus “truncat[ing] the movement . . . [and] limit[ing] our own process.” As Christian
argues, we need both-and, not either-or, and that is the approach I take here by discussing
Piercy’s poetry alongside these pop musicians’ lyrics.
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Paul Lauter elaborates upon the difficulty feminist critics face in constructing a
theoretical framework and eventually offers his own calls to action for future feminist critical
theorists. Lauter asserts that the “first task in the project of feminist criticism . . . [is] the recovery
of lost works by women, and the restoration of the value of disdained genres” (Lauter 85). Not
only is Marge Piercy a poet whose work needs recovering1, but pop music lyrics clearly
constitute a disdained genre because few if any academics address them on their own textual
merit, instead choosing to discuss artists’ public personas and music videos. Lauter closes his
argument by stating the goal of feminist scholarship: “not to describe the world but to change it”
(89).
Toward that goal, I offer a different way to discuss feminists’ voices: mixing the high and
the low as Christian exhorts to recover Piercy’s lost voice and connect it with voices who hold
weight in the contemporary pop music world. In seeking to shed more light on an oft-forgotten
feminist poet, I read the poems of Piercy, a Second-Wave feminist, to discover ways in which
the feminism of her generation has helped to inform the feminism evident in the lyrics of
Meghan Trainor, Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, and Taylor Swift. I will discuss the songs “All About
That Bass” by Meghan Trainor, “Til It Happens to You,” and “Born This Way” by Lady Gaga,
“Formation” by Beyoncé, and “Blank Space” by Taylor Swift. Before analyzing these songs, I
will engage with related critical discussion and closely read three of Marge Piercy’s poems. My
analyses will be broken up into two chapters: one on feminist issues of the literal body and one
on issues of the figurative body. The former chapter comprises issues of the literal body: gender
roles’ relation to female body image and sexual violence against women, which most clearly

1

Piercy is rarely anthologized or taught when compared to fellow feminists Adrienne Rich and Sylvia Plath, who
are now canonized poets.
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coincide with mass media’s perception of Second Wave feminism’s goals. The latter chapter
comprises issues of intersectionality thought to be tied most closely with millenial feminists.
This structure helps the reader understand the trajectory of feminist thought in its growth and
changes. Though one generation seems affiliated with each set of issues, I demonstrate both
generations concern themselves with both sets of issues. This study also serves a pedagogical
purpose of directing millennials who follow these musicians to a poet and feminist who
potentially speaks for them. Piercy, in her continued dedication to feminism, remains in touch
with its core values, the same values that thrive in these American feminist pop musicians’
lyrics. Some critics attack millenial feminists for losing touch with the Movement, but by
studying Piercy’s poetry alongside these pop musicians, I will demonstrate that these attacks are
unfounded. The Movement’s ideals match the ideals of these women, and Piercy’s poetry
connects them all.

CHAPTER 2
THE LITERAL BODY
Body Image as a Cultural Inscription

Body image is an issue in Western society that never goes away. It is 2017, but principal
concerns of U.S. culture and society have been the clothing choice of Hillary Clinton during her
2016 presidential bid, how beautiful Kylie Jenner looks without makeup (when she is, in fact,
wearing makeup), and the size of Kim Kardashian’s butt. Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign seeks
to rectify the egregious wrong done to women by this emphasis on fashion, faces painted just
right, and a woman’s body as only meaningful if she has a large butt; however, others have
commented on false female body image even before Dove. In her 1973 poetry collection To Be
of Use, Marge Piercy published the poem “Barbiedoll” in which she analyzes the construction of
female body image. Later, in her 1997 collection What Are Big Girls Made Of?, she reiterates
and expands upon this critique in the title poem. Finally, solidifying her analysis of female body
image, Piercy, in her 2003 collection Colors Passing Through Us, published the short poem “Her
Body Inscribes,” which she dedicates to a “ballet dancer who died of anorexia” (Colors Passing
Through Us, 11). Thus, Piercy, in three separate decades, promotes a healthier concept of the
female body. However, scholarly circles rarely discuss these worthy contributions, instead
preferring her novels and her Jewish-themed poetry. Nevertheless, Piercy’s poems help us better
appreciate the importance of Meghan Trainor’s message in “All About that Bass.” Trainor does
not contribute new ideas but instead reiterates for a new audience the message of Second Wave
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feminists like Piercy. Trainor’s attention to female body image demonstrates the importance of
this issue and warrants revisiting Piercy’s poetry. By reading three poems alongside Trainor’s
“All About that Bass,” I show that the feminist ideas each woman supports are, indeed,
connected.
Critical Discussion

I draw my theoretical framework of body image from Judith Butler’s concept of the body
as culturally inscribed. She argues against stable definitions of gender and sex, which she says
are not essential but are rather constructed ideas inscribed by cultural and social performances.
Therefore, she states, we cannot accurately think of gender and sex in the traditional binary
oppositions currently available because there is no stable, singular gender identity. Butler
supports this thesis by discussing the meaning of cultural inscription, analyzing the implications
of the “inner” and the “outer,” and ultimately utilizing these discussions to her final argument
that gender is an act, a performance. Within Butler’s argument, I pay close attention to one
specific supporting point Butler makes about cultural inscription. Drawing from Michel Foucault
and Mary Douglas, Butler designates the body as a blank page before cultural and social
hegemonic forces write, or “inscribe” upon it and adds that there is an “inner” and an “outer” that
imply the pollution of the body through its excrements (Butler 466-469). While Butler sees these
ideas of the body as helpful for understanding gender, I argue they also help us understand body
image. Butler treats the body as the physical, but she ignores what one of the most obvious parts
of having a physical body: its appearance. Is not appearance, too, inscribed by culture? Whether
a body is “ugly” or “beautiful,” “thin” or “fat”—would Butler agree that these repercussions of
body image also fit within the theories of Foucault and Douglas? I suggest appearance does fall
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under Butler’s theory of inscription. If the body is, indeed, a blank page, it only understands its
worth, its beauty through the messages sent by cultural and social hegemonies. Moreover, since
we control the intake of food into our bodies but sometimes do so in an unhealthy way (in the
cases of eating disorders like anorexia, bulimia, etc.), these practices could be understood as a
form of pollution like Douglas discusses. Overeating could constitute a pollution of the body that
needs to exit the body as the excrement of vomit. Accordingly, not feeding the body enough
pollutes it through malnutrition. Thus, Butler opens the door for the body inscribed culturally
also to be understood as relating to personal appearance. Butler’s focus in her essay is gender,
but I argue we can also include body image in the list of identities inscribed upon our bodies by
culture.
Analysis
“Barbiedoll”
In “Barbiedoll,” Piercy tells an unfortunate tale of life as a female in U.S. culture,
specifically focusing on the damage of gender roles to young girls’ psychological development,
health, and happiness. Piercy’s important construction of female body image starts at the
beginning of the poem through the girlchild’s socialization and the manufacturing of her female
identity at a young age through her toys: “dolls that did pee-pee,” “miniature GE stoves and
irons,” and “wee lipsticks of the color of cherry candy” (To Be of Use, 26). Because of its
realism (it urinates), the doll acts as a visualization of the femininity that the girlchild must
achieve. Similarly, stoves and irons help her practice being a housewife who cooks and does
laundry. Lipstick, in turn, allows her to practice how to be pretty, implying females cannot be
pretty naturally as they are; their lips need to be painted bright red, but, it (being pretty) will taste
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sweet like candy. Piercy also emphasizes smallness, using words like “wee” and “miniature.”
This language could signify youth, but it could also, as Roland Barthes argues in his essay on
children’s toys, demonstrate that societal choices of what the “girlchild” plays with reinforce her
concept of female identity as small, maybe even weak, or inferior. As Barthes notes, “There
exist, for instance, dolls which urinate; they have an oesophagus, one gives them a bottle, they
wet their nappies; soon, no doubt, milk will turn to water in their stomachs. This is meant to
prepare the little girl for the causality of house-keeping, to ‘condition’ her to her future role as
mother” (Barthes 27). Piercy’s poem tells us the girlchild is “presented” her toys, so it is unclear
whether she wants them at all (Piercy To Be of Use, 26). Is this identity the one she wants to live
within? As a “girlchild”? This practicing of female gender roles seemingly ends after the “magic
of puberty,” when it is time to become a woman. However, with that status comes very public
critique of the young woman’s body (“You have a great big nose and fat legs”) and a new role
(having a perfect body) to practice. These insults represent the societal emphasis on critiquing a
woman’s body: not her mind, not her words, but her body.
Piercy reveals that, contrary to the insults thrown at the girlchild during childhood, as she
copes with puberty, the she is a perfectly healthy human being with wants and needs. She “tested
intelligent,” so she meets the intellectual standard society has put forth in education (26). She
also “possessed strong arms and back,” so she does have body parts of some worth to whoever
has made these judgments (the speaker or society in general—neither is clear). Another
important quality she possesses is desire, though the poem does not specify for whom. By
characterizing the young woman as having desire, Piercy demonstrates the young woman’s
humanity. She and the women she represents feel lust and love just like anyone else. The woman
also is not clumsy. She has “manual dexterity” and can work with her hands. Yet, she feels the
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need to express she is sorry for her “great big nose and fat legs” attacked during her childhood
because those faults are all anyone can see, and, therefore, the young woman cannot embrace her
own strengths.
Instead of loving herself, the young woman receives advice that implies a sense of
urgency (“exhorted”), about how to compensate for the implied deficiency of her flaws. This
advice’s suggested end goal is to attract a mate, though Piercy specifies neither a male nor a
female partnership. The life-or-death urgency of the advice foreshadows the young woman’s
tragic death after said advice fails. People (or one person; the poem is unclear) tell the young
woman to “play coy,” “come on hearty,” “exercise, diet, smile and wheedle” (26). She cannot
stand this pressure to be perfect, so she literally cuts off the offending body parts because her
“good nature wore out / like a fanbelt.” This analogy implies that the body of a woman is like a
car that constantly depreciates once bought or, in the young woman’s case, born. Additionally,
the young woman’s action echoes the Biblical call1 in Matthew’s gospel to cut off the hand that
offends. Piercy, in this poem, applies this call to action to body image quite literally, describing
the woman’s savage acts as sacrificial: she “offered them up” as a sacrifice to be beautiful. Not
to be beautiful is the “sin” that offends her, so it is better she cuts off the unbeautiful parts of
herself than risk sinning by being fat and ugly.
At the young woman’s funeral, she finally looks pretty, “displayed on satin” (26). Satin is
a feminine fabric, and “displayed” implies a spectacle. Lying in or being cloaked in satin and
having all eyes on her beauty represents what women strive to achieve in reaching the cultural
inscription of the female body image. In addition, the “undertaker’s cosmetics painted on” cover

“And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one of your
members than to have your whole body go into Gehenna” (New American Bible, Matt. 5.30).
1

12
up the young woman’s natural face with a fake beauty just as her “turned up putty nose” (to
replace the one she cut off) does. In death, she has been molded to the desired image of women
perpetuated by the hegemonic forces of society. “Doesn’t she look pretty? / everyone said. /
Consummation at last. / To every woman a happy ending” (26). Piercy’s message is bleak and
satirical: to be pretty in a way that is pleasing to the patriarchal hegemony is and should be the
goal of woman. Although in many cases she must die to achieve it, her beauty allows her to have
a happy ending.
“What Are Big Girls Made Of?”
Nearly thirty years later, Piercy continues her critique of body image in “What Are Big
Girls Made Of?” The poem looks historically instead of individually at the development of
female body image, tracing commonalities between women in 18th-century French fashion
magazines to women in the 50s on through the 90s when the poem was published. Piercy begins
by explicitly referencing the way society creates women’s ideas of body image in the line “the
construction of a woman” (What Are Big Girls Made Of? 23), thus continuing the car analogy
first introduced in “Barbiedoll.” Women are manufactured by the hegemony, who culturally
inscribes the slim body image and perpetuates it “every decade” because there is a new female
body image dominating each new generation, but all are harmful because of their basis in
patriarchal hegemonic beauty standards.
Subsequently, Piercy links this manufacturing to fashion trends that dictate a woman’s
worth in whether she follows them or not. To be desired, a woman must keep up with trends in
fashion or whatever part of her body, according to her generation, is most sexually attractive. In
“What are big girls made of?” Cecile’s “hips and ass [are] promising,” another reference to parts
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of the body as important, but what promise do a woman’s hips and ass give, exactly? I read this
insinuation as sex, since Cecile’s “mouth purse[s] / in the dark red lipstick of desire” (23).
Piercy’s emphasis on the sexualization of the female body suggests a broader commentary on the
purpose of beauty. Had the young woman in “Barbiedoll” lived, in “What Are Big Girls Made
of?” Piercy suggests she would use her newfound beauty to attract male partners. Thus, the male
gaze refracts female body image, changing a woman’s perception of herself to suit the
hegemonic notion of beauty.
Furthermore, Piercy traces the norms found in 18th-century French fashion magazines and
then compares them to the “modern woman.” The body parts that French society valued at that
time objectified women. The most overt example of this objectification describes a woman’s
chest as “breasts . . . stuffed up and out / offered like apples in a bowl” (24). Again, Piercy uses
the verb “offered” to compare women’s compliance with hegemonic conventions of body image
to sacrifice, and there is no end to their attempt to live up to the “rigid exoskeleton.” We do
wrinkle, grow, and fade. Nevertheless, the patriarchal hegemony that culturally inscribes female
body image finds these inevitable bodily processes repulsive and seeks to delay them by
perpetuating the myth of beauty as a continued necessity throughout women’s lives.
Piercy ultimately appeals to the reason of her readers by discussing humans’ behavior
toward their bodies in relation to animals’. Animals do not restrict themselves because they do
not have the mental faculty to be materialistic as humans do. They fall in love with a body, not
what the body is wearing or what it looks like. Dog owners often go overboard in grooming and
manicuring (e.g. shaping of poodles’ fur) canines. Whom are these aesthetic practices meant to
please? Not the dog, Piercy says. “It is not for male or female dogs / that poodles are clipped / to
topiary hedges” (25). Piercy’s final appeal to her readers urges us to love each other as we are,
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not to be “programmed or reprogrammed” (constructed or reconstructed by the hegemonic social
and cultural forces around us). “If only we could like each other raw. / If only we could love
ourselves” (25). Piercy calls upon women to embrace their curves and their true selves: “Why
should we punish each other with scorn / as if to have a large ass / were worse than being greedy
or mean?” (26) Women who bash other women’s bodies need to stop. However, Piercy’s line of
reasoning leaves the question of intellect unanswered. Do people fall in love with a body or the
person’s mind and soul within it? Perhaps she feels this question is less important than the
damage the patriarchy’s notion of beauty does to women, but I find the mind’s absence
problematic. Alternatively, Piercy seemingly falls into her own deplored trap of valuing one
body part over another by continually using a woman’s butt as an example of beauty if it is
“large.” While this practice may tend to alienate women without this specific feature, I suggest
Piercy’s aim is to be more inclusive to heavier women, who find themselves excluded and in
need of their own beauty narrative. Piercy reassures these full-figured women of their self-worth,
carving out a space within feminism for them.
“Her Body Inscribes”
Seven years later after “What Are Big Girls Made of?” Piercy persists in her struggle
against negative body image in her poem “Her body inscribes.” She includes an epigraph that
reads, “for a ballet dancer who died of anorexia” (Colors Passing Through Us 11). After this
epigraph, she utilizes bird imagery negatively. The dancer’s “body is a feather floating,” and her
“bones are those of a swallow” (11). Instead of beauty, the bird imagery portrays the dancer as
brittle and weak. Her “chalky” bones are “hollow as flutes.” Very little of her is left: no calcium,
fat, or life, thus fulfilling the epigraph’s conclusion.
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Likewise, there is no body to speak of because the dancer’s “flesh is only lacquer.” The
dancer’s “joints [are] forced the wrong way” as she contorts and distorts her body, which is not
meant to take the continued strain. This strain is, of course, literally a consequence of ballet
dancing, but Piercy also understands it as malnutrition in the name of beauty. The ballet dancer
starves herself so that her body is lean enough to perform these distorted dance moves. Piercy
also references violins, whose high-pitched tones could be traditionally thought of as feminine
but also represent sorrow at her body’s slow death.
Furthermore, Piercy utilizes multiple contradictions. Without flesh, the dancer continues
to bleed, almost like her body is crying, yet this body is supposed to be like a “perfect dream,” so
she should “smile brilliant.” However, her “face remote” reveals a disconnect, perhaps an
unhappiness, and that feeling is why her body is crying (bleeding). Piercy uses analogies to
further elaborate upon these contradictions. The dancer’s “dying body” acts as a “lamp /
illuminating a vision of fleshless / grace, an angel of bones gleaming.” Ballet dancing, to Piercy,
is “pain as an artform patronized / by eaters of large expensive dinners.” In these last lines, she
points out the hypocrisy and painful irony of the ballet. People of upper-middle to upper classes
can afford to buy extravagant dinners before going to see the ballet. Ironically, the ballet dancer
starves herself to perform for them, yet they applaud her. In “Her Body Inscribes,” Piercy
criticizes all who contribute toward the unhealthy perpetuation of negative body image.
“All About That Bass”
Within Piercy’s poetic context, I situate Meghan Trainor’s hit song “All About That
Bass.” Through the musical metaphor of “bass” versus “treble,” Trainor envisions female body
image as a war between the heavy and thin women. The bass clef in music contains lower,
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deeper octaves and has connotations of masculinity because the tenors, basses, and baritones
singing within this clef are traditionally men though some women can sing the parts. Again,
though women play them, too, the instruments that play within this clef are also large
instruments (trombone, euphonium, tuba, baritone saxophone, etc.) that are associated with more
masculine players. Contrastingly, the treble clef contains the higher octaves and is thus
considered more feminine because women’s voices reach alto and soprano pitches more
naturally than men’s do. Instruments within this clef (flute, clarinet, etc.) are also traditionally
played by women. Additionally, a more literal interpretation of bass and treble locates the former
at the bottom of the body, the butt, and the latter at the top of the body, the breasts. Within this
context, Trainor’s negation of “treble” excludes rather than includes treble, which she uses to
symbolize thin women, whose body types seem more feminine because of hegemonic cultural
inscription and who might also have large breasts despite their tiny waists and butts.
Trainor advances her support for heavier women by using informal language,
acknowledging size issues, critiquing body image perpetuation, and celebrating bodies, but her
accomplishments are problematic. Her vocabulary contains words and phrases like “ain’t,”
“boom,” “junk,” and “shit.” “Junk” seems negative because it is literally rubbish, not good
enough, yet the phrase “junk in the trunk” signifies big butts—again echoing Piercy’s
preoccupation with this part of the female body. Trainor’s use of junk also is problematic in that
is implies there are wrong places to have fat: “all the right junk in all the right places” (Trainor).
She insinuates, consciously or not, that there are places women should not have fat. Having a
“large ass,” to quote Piercy again, is perfectly amenable to Trainor, but a large stomach? She
does not discuss this possible area of fat accumulation, leading me to conclude she does not
support these body types and weakening her message’s effect.
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Instead, Trainor focuses on the generic conception of size. “I ain’t no size two,” she
sings, and she is not alone. The average size of an American woman is 12, but models range
from 00 to 2. However, Trainor follows up her declaration of size by hedging a little: “but I can
shake it, shake it like I’m supposed to do.” She wavers in her previous confidence by admitting
her size detracts from her overall worth, but she still has other positive qualities to offer (not
explicitly denoting sacrifice as Piercy does, but close). In this case, her being able to flaunt what
body she has is laudable. Does Trainor question the goal of having a perfect body or mildly
accept women’s roles within the patriarchy as sex objects? I argue she thinks she is doing the
former, but her language reveals the latter to be a truer reality, especially since she situates the
rest of the song within heteronormativity: “all the boys chase” her because of her “boom,”
Trainor’s way of referring to her butt. On this subject, Trainor diverges from Piercy, who never
explicitly assigns a gendered love interest in either “Barbiedoll” or “What Are Big Girls Made
Of?”
Nevertheless, Trainor seemingly redeems herself as the verse continues because she
analyzes magazines’ construction of body image: “We know that shit ain’t real / Come on now,
make it stop.” She criticizes airbrushing and other techniques magazines use to control the
conversation surrounding female body image, much like Piercy does in “What Are Big Girls
Made Of?” Trainor even suggests all bodies deserve celebration by singing, “If you got beauty
beauty just raise ‘em up / ‘Cause every inch of you is perfect / from the bottom to the top.”
Trainor echoes Piercy’s call for women to love each other and themselves rather than attempting
to change themselves to fit an impossible mold when she reminds women that they are already
perfect from toe to head. Given her emphasis on “boom boom” and “booty booty,” however, I
infer “bottom” here to mean butt, once again calling Trainor’s motivations into question. Is a
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large butt to be venerated over self-love? This veneration is one of many problems I see in this
song’s supposed feminist values. Trainor is inclusive to a point, but much of her problematic
language borders on misogyny.
Trainor’s message becomes further problematized when she reveals how she receives her
idea of the “booty.” Her mother reassures her that “boys they like a little more booty to hold at
night.” Trainor intends this line as the same reassurance to heavier women: men will still love
you; in fact, they may love you even more because there is more of you. However, what about
women whose fat lies elsewhere or women who want to attract other women? Trainor’s focus on
“booty” alienates women whose fat lies in their legs, like the young woman in “Barbiedoll,”
hips, like Cecile in “What are big girls made of?” or stomach, like so many other American
women. It is unclear whether Trainor intends to include these women in her all-encompassing
“booty” veneration or if she simply forgot that women come in all shapes and sizes. Likewise,
her heteronormative assumption that full-figured women seek to attract only men alienates
women of the LGBT community.
Again, Trainor seems to redeem her contradictory statements, but she ultimately leaves
more questions unanswered. “I won’t be no stick-figure silicone Barbie doll,” directly references
Barbie like Piercy does in “Barbiedoll.” However, this time the “happy ending” is that the
woman shrugs off the unwanted negativity and tells her haters, the classmate in “Barbiedoll”
who tells her she has a “big nose” and “thick legs” to “go ahead and move along.” This rejection
is crucial, but it still lauds one specific body image: curvier women. What about the women with
little to no butt at all? Does Trainor feel they should receive love, too?
As if to reconcile the controversial statements she makes and refute my questions,
Trainor sings,
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I’m bringing booty back
Go ahead and tell them skinny bitches Hey
No, I’m just playing I know you think you’re fat
But I’m here to tell you that
Every inch of you is perfect from the bottom to the top. (Trainor)
These lyrics express Trainor’s direct acknowledgement of the skinny women, who she jokes are
“bitches,” but nonetheless brings them in with the other women even though the refrain and the
beginning of this verse emphasize “a little more booty.” Does she need to be inclusive? Piercy
was inclusive, to a point, by including all sexualities, but she directed her message toward
heavier women just like Trainor. If feminists support the other women, like Trainor does in this
section of the song, they can use their feminism to draw in the women who feel oppressed and
depressed by some aspect of society, in this case, the cultural reverence shown Barbie. It is
perfectly reasonable to carve out a special space within feminism for a group who otherwise has
no other voice as long as that space does not infringe on or threaten other feminists’ goals.
Trainor does this in “All About that Bass” when her images and allusions call up the same
cultural topics as “Barbiedoll” and “Her Body Inscribes.” She mentions eating disorders when
she says to the skinny women, “I know you think you’re fat.” The cultural and social hegemonies
have constructed female body image so that women who are perfectly healthy, skinny even,
think they are fat. The young woman in “Barbiedoll” and the ballet dancer in “Her Body
Inscribes” thought this way, and, as a result, they both died. While Piercy delves much more
deeply into this issue, Trainor’s inclusion of it demonstrates her understanding of feminists’
discussion of body image even though it does so problematically.
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Conclusion

Although each artist treats it differently within her medium, both Marge Piercy and
Meghan Trainor contribute to the feminist understanding of body image. Each has her own
strengths and weaknesses, so the binary division of our reading of Piercy’s poetry as “high” and
Trainor’s music as “low” limits what we can take from each. Reading them together and
banishing that binary thinking, we can see how their ideas connect. Both emphasize self-love
instead of self-hate in the attempt to fit into a mold that is unhealthy like Barbie or the ballet
dancer. Yet, both still fall short of universal body acceptance in venerating “large ass[es]” and “a
little more booty.’ Though their audiences are most likely the demographic of heavier women,
calling someone a “skinny bitch” is never acceptable, even in jest as Trainor does. That slight
hate exemplifies the microaggression heavier women feel toward thinner women because of the
history of pressure these women have felt, which Piercy highlights in her poetry. She, however,
does ask the poignant and important question of why being heavy is so much worse than being
crass or uncaring. Trainor does not pose this kind of philosophical question but is herself
jokingly crass and uncaring. This inability of both women to move away from discussing the
body to discussing the mind shows there is more work to be done to achieve body peace. When
social and cultural hegemonies no longer negatively construct our bodies but are instead positive
influences, we will be able to appreciate others’ minds as well. “To every woman, a happy
ending” (Piercy, To Be of Use 26).
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Bodily Violence: Deciphering Audience in Rape Culture
In 2015, Lady Gaga released her single “Til It Happens to You” in conjunction with The
Hunting Grounds, a documentary about sexual assault on college campuses. Nearly 40 years
earlier, in her 1976 collection Living in the Open, Marge Piercy paired “Rape poem” and “For
Inez Garcia” to discuss and analyze rape culture. She also wrote about sexual harassment two
decades later in her 1997 poem “The gray flannel sexual harassment suit.” Both Piercy and Gaga
address their opposition as their audience, writing to refute, satirize, and, in Gaga’s case, speak
directly to those who victim blame, rape, or otherwise perpetuate rape culture. Reading these
women’s works chronologically, I suggest that their message becomes increasingly direct and
inclusive, as if the audience has not been listening, and that this failure to listen demonstrates the
continued importance of addressing sexual violence in U.S. society.

Critical Discussion
“Rape” is uncomfortable in our ears. As Carine M. Mardorossian states, it is “academia’s
undertheorized and apparently untheorizable issue” (Mardorossian 743). Discussing physical
violence can be uncomfortable, but the stigma surrounding rape feels different somehow. Ellen
Rooney posits a compelling answer as to why people might feel this way: confusion. Various
works of literature depict rape and seduction within a dichotomy. That dichotomy makes the two
acts appear so ambiguously similar that critics debate which act occurs within a text. Tess of the
D’Urbervilles and The Rape of Lucrece are two examples (Rooney 1271). In her reading of Tess,
Lyn Parker avoids choosing by referring to the scene as the “seduction/rape in the Chase”
(Parker 275). Similarly, W. Eugene Davis posits there is too much ambiguity for such an
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argument to be made, yet he asserts that despite that ambiguity, he reads Tess as having
consented and later regretted her decision (Davis 399). This criticism suggests a patriarchal
influence on rape culture. Rooney agrees, stating, “in one sense, the compound ‘seduction or
rape’ is symptomatic of our failure to escape the ‘old Patriarchal system,’ the system that bound
seduction to rape” (Rooney 1272). Though awareness of rape culture continues to increase,
inappropriately confusing sexual violence with seduction endures and is one reason names like
Brock Turner, Bill Cosby, and Donald Trump are so widely dispersed via media coverage, but
the names of famous survivors like Inez Garcia and Joan Little, who appear in Piercy’s poetry,
are obscured. Patriarchal values teach reverence for men who seduce like Casanovas, but who
they seduce is never important. Because the rape-seduction dichotomy still thrives through rape
culture, seduction explains away these men’s actions by turning them into heroes, a debacle I
will discuss later in this section.
Emilie Buchwald, Pamela R. Fletcher, and Martha Roth define “rape culture” as “a
complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and supports violence against women.
It is a society where violence is seen as sexy and sexuality as violent” (Buchwald et al. xi). Their
definition coincides with Rooney’s rape-seduction dichotomy. By blurring the lines between
seduction, which is considered “normal,” and rape, which is considered violent, “rape culture
condones physical and emotional terrorism against women” (xi).
Every major piece of rape criticism I have read focuses on female survivors, but
neglecting male survivors perpetuates the rape culture Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth advocate
against. Effects of the culture reach all gender identities. According to the Rape, Abuse, & Incest
National Network (RAINN), 1 out of every 10 rape survivors is male (“Victims of Sexual
Violence: Statistics”). Moreover, “21% of TGQN (transgender, genderqueer, nonconforming)
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college students have been sexually assaulted, compared to 18% of non-TGQN females, and 4%
of non-TGQN males.” While advocating for female survivors, feminists have lost track of the
male and trans survivors, unknowingly contributing to the culture they seek to dismantle; as I
analyze Piercy’s and Gaga’s decisions in portraying rape culture to their audiences, I will retain
these oft-neglected minorities.
It also is important to pay attention to the rhetoric of rape. For example, many survivors
reclaim the agency they feel they have lost after being raped by speaking about their experiences,
creating a sense of power over their rapist by controlling their own narrative. Nevertheless, as
Mardorossian asserts,
Rape is a reality that feels anything but real to the victim, yet this very same unreality can
become the basis of a representation the speaker can manipulate and gain control of, that
can command an audience’s attention and be made intelligible in other than the available
cultural terms. Empowerment in this respect is about accessing one’s life as material
rather than depth. (Mardorossian 765)
Although survivors perceive benefit from speaking out about their trauma, Mardorossian asserts
the more they repeat their story, the more they begin to see their experience as “material,” thus
losing its “depth” and meaning. I do see merit in her view that problematizes speaking out.
Survivors benefit from speaking out about their experiences, but what Mardorossian seems to be
saying, and what I argue in this section, is that speaking out accomplishes little if the audience is
not listening, or, if they are listening but misunderstand, misinterpret, or misuse survivors’
recounts. If feminism achieves nothing from creating more rape narratives, we must change the
conversation.
Scholarly discussion of rape differs from survivors’ discourse, and sometimes, the
difference is not beneficial. Sabine Sielke extensively overviews the history of rape rhetoric, and,
like Rooney, acknowledges its background in seduction but traces the rhetoric back to the 18th
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century, arguing that it is the rape discourse, not the actual rape itself, that has contributed to rape
culture (Sielke 371-372). Sielke supports her assertion by reviewing the power dynamics within
rape discourse, telling how women become victims, and how that is supposedly the role from
which, for decades, feminists have been attempting to remove them. Sielke’s argument parallels
Piercy’s later argument in “grey flannel,” that white women are the most popularly depicted rape
victims. Furthermore, though she brings up fascinating points and compellingly radical notions
on feminist critical theory, Sielke confines her discussion of rape rhetoric strictly within prose.
She uses the term literature, but she never discusses contemporary poetry like Piercy’s. As
Sielke asserts, in reading the rhetoric of rape, we also reveal the ideologies, cultural anxieties,
and contradictions that crystallize in representations of rape- ideologies, anxieties, and
contradictions that feminist theory has tended, at least in part, to perpetuate,” so discussing
poetry and lyrics should prove significant to feminist criticism because these kinds of discussions
broaden the amount of rhetoric and therefore determine whether feminists are, as she argues,
“perpetuating” a harmful or promoting a helpful view of rape (374). Sielke claims to reveal more
about contradictions in how rape is portrayed yet neglects the glaring contradiction of male and
trans rape survivors, who also deserve portrayal. Timothy Beneke, in his preface to Men on
Rape, acknowledges male survivors of sexual violence, stating, I wanted to interview a man who
had been raped, but was unable to find a man who would consent to an interview. That fact alone
may say more than the interview would have. For what it’s worth, men also rape other men . . ..
At its source if not in its effect, the issue is the same as in the rape of women: male sexual
violence” (Beneke xiii-xiv). Thus, though Sielke makes a significant contribution to the
discussion of rape rhetoric, her blind spots in both alternative literary genres and lack of
inclusivity diminish her effectiveness.
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Analysis

“Rape Poem”
With these definitions and concepts of rape rhetoric in mind, I read as indirect in “Rape
poem” Piercy’s message to her audience about the internal and external complexities dealt with
by survivors. She repeatedly begins her early stanzas with the phrase “There is no difference
between being raped” and proceeds with a graphic but realistic metaphor for how survivors feel,
thereby juxtaposing tangible external trauma with the intangible internal trauma survivors suffer.
Being raped is the same as “being pushed down a flight of cement steps / except that the wounds
also bleed inside” (Piercy, Living in the Open 88). Both Piercy and Gaga convey this sense of the
internal trauma those outside of the survivor community cannot understand. Ruling out internal
bleeding, which is a physical possibility, I instead suggest emotional and mental scars are the
“wounds that also bleed inside.” Sielke and Mardorossian each argue that focusing on the inner
turmoil a rape survivor feels places that survivor in the role of victim, removing their agency.
However, in this instance, I suggest that Piercy’s focus on the inner is unique in its specific
application to her audience. Her indirect method of prevention and spreading awareness is to
humanize survivors. I also note the lack of gender-specific pronouns as that lack is inclusive of
all survivors and alerts the audience that every person who is raped has humanity and the
capacity to feel these emotions.
Piercy’s metaphors connect to Rooney’s argument about the rape-seduction dichotomy.
Because societal norms dictate women enjoy seduction, if men cannot discern seduction from
rape, they might expect women to respond to both with equal enjoyment. Therefore, by
describing survivors as being run over by a truck and being asked if they enjoyed it, Piercy
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highlights the obvious conclusion that they would not enjoy that physical trauma; therefore, they
do not enjoy the trauma of rape. Although she begins to narrow her idea of survivors as female
only, more importantly, Piercy emphasizes the ridiculousness of the cajoling in which rapists and
victim blamers participate. She portrays rape in a way that could help this antagonistic audience
understand their unacceptable treatment of survivors.
Addressing victim blaming, Piercy states that we do not ask people bitten by rattlesnakes
how short their skirts were. People who blame victims fail to look at the root of the problem:
toxic masculinity. Piercy’s metaphor instead blames the root of the cause, the rattlesnake, which
she equates to the rapist. The rattlesnake would have bitten the ankle regardless of the person’s
clothing, and Piercy asserts a similar claim is true with rape. The rapist is not going to ignore a
woman who covers herself. Physical appearance, the outer, is not the primary focus for him as
Piercy argues later in the poem. Though the survivor she envisions is female, I argue that male
survivors similarly experience victim blaming. As Beneke asserts, the fact that we do not talk
enough about male survivors places a blame on them for reporting (who would believe them?)
before they even have a chance to do so. Survivors, regardless of gender, feel fear after their
attack, and, veering back into describing their internal trauma, Piercy discusses a fear of “half the
human race,” a characterization that avoids gender altogether (Living in the Open 88). Although
earlier stanzas specify being raped by men and utilize traditionally female characteristics, “half
the human race” could include men raped by men or by women.
Providing more detail on toxic masculinity, Piercy suggests that because of it, rapists
could be “your boyfriend’s brother or any other ‘normal male’” (88). Anyone masculine, from
the survivor’s perspective, is a potential threat. In fact, RAINN reports that seven out of ten rape
survivors knew their rapist (“Perpetrators of Sexual Violence”). Piercy alludes to this tragic
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phenomenon, stating, “Rape fattens on the fantasies of the normal male / like a maggot in
garbage” (Living in the Open 89). Her analogy encompasses both toxic masculinity and rape
culture. The latter exists because of the former; fantasizing about dominating women is
considered “normal,” so, rape, like maggots, thrives in the “garbage” of men’s fantasies.
Piercy carries this figurative language into her description of a survivor’s constant fear,
paranoia, and vigilance against the men of the world:
Never to open the door to a knock
The fear of the dark side of the hedges,
The fear of the smiling man
in whose pocket is a knife.
The fear of the serious man
in whose fist is locked hatred. (89)
To a survivor, every man is a potential rapist. Toxic masculinity can seep into any man, and it is
unknown how little could trigger his impulse to rape. Piercy’s focus on the male rapist, though
statistically accurate, creates more stigma for survivors raped by women. However, in 1976
when she published this poem, one of the major pushes in the feminist movement was to protest
violence against women. Violence perpetrated by women was much less common, so it is
slightly unrealistic to expect Piercy at that time to consider female rapists, who are rare enough
to exclude from rape rhetoric of that era. In contrast, as I will discuss, Gaga avoids stigmatizing
male and trans survivors by not using gender-specific pronouns.
While Piercy does not include women in her demographical consideration of a rapist, she
does reveal the circumstances needed for a male rapist to develop his violent tendencies. “All it
takes to cast a rapist” is for a man to hate his body and to see it as a “weapon” a “jackhammer,” a
“blowtorch” (89). These men push that hatred onto women (“the soft alien flesh”) in the form of
rape. Piercy utilizes language like “invincible as a tank” and “possess and punish” to clearly
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delineate toxic masculinity. Ultimately, she argues that male rapists rape women because these
men hate themselves and, unfortunately, literally thrust that hatred upon women who are not
closed but “open to love,” a trait that infuriates them in their misery.
“For Inez Garcia”
In “Rape poem,” Piercy establishes for the antagonistic or ignorant audience a basis of
understanding of what a survivor must go through; in “For Inez Garcia,” she explores the
survivor’s experience and explicates further implications for current definitions of men’s and
women’s honor. Piercy begins by defining a woman’s honor. She is the “possession of her
keeper” and has “speed / like a race horse” and a “bloodline / of a pedigreed bitch” (90).
Furthermore, “no other man [should] spoil / his wife, nor his ox, nor his ass.” By using animals
and words like “possession,” “bloodline,” “pedigreed,” and “spoil,” Piercy reveals the
commodification of women through their supposed honor. Woman is property, just like any
animal a man would keep, so, damage to her, to her “honor,” would result in lessening of her
value (being “spoiled”).
Contrastingly, Piercy’s definition of a man’s honor shows the inequality between the
genders. Honorable men aspire to be a “samurai,” a “knight,” a man with “noblesse oblige” (90).
This hyper-masculine hegemonic definition of honor reveres fighting but not the
commodification of men. Class comes into play in the various levels of honor, but men never
experience the degradation women do consequently for any diminishing of their honor. Men
without honor are simply lower in the class system, not devalued as animals no longer worth
their full price. Piercy questions this traditional distinguishing of the genders and where a
woman’s will begin and ends: “Am I everyman’s urinal? / What does it mean to say No? / What
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does it mean to say No to a superior force?” Piercy’s capitalization of “No” emphasizes the lack
of agency women possess in this honor system. Because they are valued only as a man’s
property, their voice in their life diminishes, so to oppose that “superior force” merits
recognition. Not surprisingly, Piercy characterizes men as the “superior force” because, as she
shows earlier in the poem, men’s honor increases or decreases through fighting and the class
system. They have the power and are better than the “animal” that is woman. Classifying woman
as “animal” implies not only a dominant gender but also normalizes the same toxic masculinity
Piercy introduces and discusses in “Rape poem.” Although critics like Mardorossian and Sielke
argue that using this kind of classification, even critically, supports the idea of women as victims,
I disagree. Piercy understands women are not victims and does not treat them as such. Instead,
she criticizes the current structure in place and offers potential solutions.
Continuing her criticism of the patriarchy, Piercy explains further women’s roles and
why they do not benefit women: “The man’s body is a weapon and the woman’s / a target. We
are trained to give way” (90). Rachel Hall, in her discussion of rape prevention, criticizes
organizations who place the responsibility for not being raped on women, labeling it the “tough
target” suggestion: “A (re)action hero, she is stealthy and quick with an expert awareness of her
own vulnerabilities. To be a tough target, a woman need not be tough, just hard to catch” (Hall
6). The label of target holds too many negative connotations, and Piercy seemingly agrees with
Hall’s idea of women as targets. She ends “Rape poem” by stating masculinity ends with men
militantly forcing their self-hatred as “a weapon” onto women, whose softness makes them
“targets,” and in “For Inez Garcia” she criticizes those who encourage women not to fight back
or resist, to be docile:

30
don’t argue,
give in, keep quiet, make peace.
Speak to the rapist nicely, speak softly
and reasonably, assure him you have
his best interest at
heart. Kiss the knife.
Perhaps he will not injure you that much. (90)
Tragically, as “Rape poem” and the rest of the poems and lyrics in this chapter suggest, this
advice backfires for women. Piercy implies that those who have power perpetuate rape culture.
In this scenario, men hold power. Women are taught to acquiesce for self-preservation, but that
strategy does not work. Men and women need equity and equality so that both men and women
can feel safe saying no and can express their feelings in a healthy manner that does not let selfhatred build or make any person a “target.”
By following these lines with more lines beginning with “perhaps,” Piercy creates a
repetition that forces the reader to recognize the life-threatening chance the hegemonic
patriarchal society tells women to take:
Perhaps he will not kill you today.
Perhaps the injury will close to scar tissue.
Perhaps you will forget to be afraid
the rest of your life (91)
Perhaps women will not get injured, but this chance only masks the docile role the power
dynamics have forced upon them. Forgetting and healing, while mitigatory, need not happen if
women possessed more power and were taken seriously in their assent and dissent. Piercy
presents the hegemonic guidelines as possibilities, not certainties. The hope expressed is false
and misleading because women still have no agency or directive. Piercy advocates against the
passive role of “perhaps” that Rooney asserts contributes to mistaking rape for seduction.
The unequivocal active/passive dichotomy is attributed to rape. Thus, the absence of
feminine desire in rape is read as simple (unequivocal) passivity. This maintains the
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valorization of the dichotomy of the rapist, the subject of the discourse of desire in rape.
Because the "object" of rape is finally helpless, her defeat is read as passivity, and her
passivity is totalized. As a consequence, her resistance (her activity) goes unread.
Ironically, it is this activity—the resistance of the victim—that makes rape rape. But
victimization is not passivity. Or rather, it is necessary to think the negativity of the
victim's lack of desire without valorizing her passivity, her place as mere object. (Rooney
1271-1272)
Rooney points out how survivors’ fighting, their activity, becomes overshadowed by the fact that
the rapist overpowers them (into passivity). Thus, the rapist, in the seduction-rape dichotomy
retains and performs his masculinity in subduing the woman, and this valorization of passivity
Rooney discusses fits aptly with Piercy’s earlier discussion of women’s honor. Men objectify
women, placing them in the role of passivity. When men position themselves next to that
passivity (being the controlling partner in a relationship), their honor increases. Piercy, however,
would like to see more equal footing for each2 gender and their honor systems. Mardorossian
would agree that feminist critical theory has failed by holding onto the rhetoric of victimization.
Concluding her discussion of therapists’ strategy of revamping victimization into agency, she
states that for these therapists, “passivity itself becomes a defense mechanism and can no longer
be opposed to agency unless it is reduced to an internal logic that is divorced from material
considerations” (Mardorossian 768). By continuing to discuss survivors in the passive rather than
active sense, feminist critical theorists strip them of their agency. I connect this neglect by critics
to the overutilization of rape narratives. Repeating survivors’ stories and painting them passively
does not further feminist aims. Contrastingly, Piercy has established women’s passivity but also
its lack of positive results. Now, Piercy argues, is the time for change, and the last line, “Perhaps
it would be good to open him,” invites retaliation.

I acknowledge my dichotomous discussion of gender here but am referring to the dichotomy Piercy creates in “For
Inez Garcia” when she discusses men’s and women’s honor systems. Perhaps the lack of transgender inclusivity is
lost historically in Piercy, but I am unsure how to remedy this lack without detouring from my analysis.
2
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Piercy vocalizes this retaliation by exhorting, “To say Yes one must be able / to say No:
No to the other” (Piercy 91). The binary opposition of “Yes” and “No” reflects true consent.
There are no “Blurred Lines,” as Robin Thicke3 would like to believe. Rape is a question of
assent or dissent. When people blame victims, they posit the existence of a fictitious middle
ground, and their position breeds the microaggression in survivors that I later discuss in “Til It
Happens to You.” Moreover, saying “No” after saying “Yes” or remaining silent becomes
difficult because women (or men) are saying it to a “superior force” who, likely, has never heard
dissent previously. That “No” is not always going to be respected. As Hall discusses in her
evaluation of the “No means no” campaign of the 1990s, the whole purpose for the project is that
some men do not understand the meaning of no, so trying to educate them seems unproductive,
“reassign[ing] women to a reactionary position within the field of sexual relations generally, and
within the rape script specifically” (Hall 9).
Yet, Piercy does demonstrate knowledge of consent and the power dynamics involved:
“Power accepts no lesser currency” (Living in the Open 91). Fighting back against the rapist is
okay. Inez Garcia4, the woman whose case inspired the poem, is justified according to Piercy: “A
woman’s honor / is rooted in being able to say yes, / to say no and make each stick fast, / that
ghostly will that rises” (91-92). Piercy aims to redefine the traditional concept of women’s
honor, thus redistributing agency equally. Women need to be taken seriously in their dissent and
assent alike:

Thicke’s 2013 song “Blurred Lines” centers on a man’s dilemma of knowing whether a woman consents to sexual
activity. Thicke misunderstands the notion of consent to be yes when she is silent or when her body language seems
inviting.
4
Both Garcia and another woman named Joan Little went on trial for different murders in 1974. Garcia was accused
of killing the man who held her down while another man raped her. She was found guilty after a psychological
defense and served two years before she received a retrial. Her new lawyer then changed her defense to a simple
self-defense, and a jury acquitted Garcia. Similarly, Joan Little went on trial for the murder of a jailer whom she
killed as she defended herself against rape. She also was acquitted.
3
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There is no
holiness without terror, no will
without responsibility and consequence
no entire person without boundaries,
and the will to guard what goes
out and what comes in. (92)
Piercy firmly establishes the binary opposition of consent in these lines. We cannot have one
without the other. Women need to be autonomous just like men. Their commodification must
end as society rethinks gender roles. In continuity with Piercy’s call for autonomy, I suggest the
same can be said for transgender individuals.
Coincidentally, Piercy envisions a new beginning for feminism. Survivors have the right
to self-defense, the right for which Inez Garcia and Joan Little fought. Drawing from the hope
these women give to survivors, Piercy returns to her metaphor of the ghost, which she uses
earlier in the poem, to give the reader hope. A “frail ghost of a new whole / conscious self”
signifies the new direction of feminism. From the frailty of their commodified past, women
emerge stronger and more equal, but that equity and equality, like the wisps of a ghost, is still
fleeting.
Because she presents to those who disagree with her (those blame the victim, men with
toxic masculinity, etc.), Piercy builds her argument as a defense for Inez Garcia. Her language
represents a call to action: “Let Inez Garcia, Joan Little become / . . . an army, / each defending
her body, defending her sister” (92, my emphasis). These lines embody Piercy’s vision of
feminism: a sisterhood helping each other defend not only their bodies but themselves against
patriarchal oppressors. This vision of sisterly defense characterizes each poem I discuss, and it
signals their attack on the patriarchy, not, as Mardorossian would argue, the victimhood of
feminists. Piercy, Garcia, and Little have not been “irremediably and unidirectionally shaped by
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the traumatic experience of rape,” and they are not “incapable of dealing with anything but their
own inner turmoil” (Mardorossian 768). These women, along with Lady Gaga, use their voices
to defend themselves against rape culture in the U.S.
“The Grey Flannel Sexual Harassment Suit”
Two decades later, Piercy’s response to rape culture continued in its strength. In “The
grey flannel sexual harassment suit,” she satirically vocalizes the perspective of the patriarchy
and therefore creates a different reading experience. The speaker’s highly judgmental tone works
to “other” women who experience sexual harassment and are part of demographics outside the
speaker’s narrow, white-washed vision. He uses “cannot be sexually harassed” and “can be
sexually harassed” to denote this radical opinion that only certain women are innocent and
therefore vulnerable to sexual harassment whereas all other women, through their actions,
appearance, or other ethnicity, invite it (Piercy, What Are Big Girls Made of? 41). Sexual
harassment can be defined as lewd or suggestive comments, gestures, or innuendos that insinuate
unwanted sexual advances from the sender to the recipient. Within rape culture, sexual
harassment can be understood as the non-violent exercise of toxic masculinity because the
harassment does not, in most cases, result in the bodily assault of rape.
Even though women who are sexually harassed encompass a widely diverse group, the
speaker’s mindset implies men only desire to attack one type of woman. He would not accept as
fact that Native Americans are twice as likely to experience rape than all other races (“Victims of
Sexual Violence: Statistics”). Instead, a woman who can be sexually harassed “is white of course
as unpainted / plaster, naturally blonde / and speaks only English” (What Are Big Girls Made of?
41). No minorities, brown-haired women, red-haired women, black-haired women, rainbow-
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haired women—no one outside of a White Anglo Saxon Protestant (WASP) idealized female
figure—can be sexually harassed. If they claim to have survived any kind of sexual violence, the
patriarchy ignores and silences them, choosing instead to believe its own twisted narrative.
Furthermore, the speaker believes what a woman is wearing has everything to do with
whether she can be harassed. Women who can be harassed wear
white cotton blouses
buttoned up to the throat, small
pearl clip-on earrings,
grey or blue suits and one
inch heels with nylons. (41)
The description the speaker gives further supports my analysis of his conservative ideology.
While not immediately apparent to the reader, it is clear Piercy intends the speaker to be male
and act as a representative of patriarchal values. Thus, he believes a woman who is sexually
harassed must be covered up. Wear a blouse and suit, but button every button and show as little
skin as possible. Wear neutral colors like white, blue, or grey so as not to stand out with anything
vibrant like red or even pink. Notice, too, that a woman cannot have her ears pierced. She must
have “clip-on earrings.” Having her ears pierced signifies that an outside force has penetrated
her, and that piercing, or penetration, defiles her purity and therefore her honor and commodified
value to men. If she already is seen as “damaged,” damaging her further through sexual violence,
the speaker fallaciously reasons, does not matter as much as it would if she still possessed her
honor. Additionally, the speaker’s need for women not to draw attention to themselves relies
upon the assumption that men lack self-control around women who are the least bit provocative.
However, men, specifically the speaker and the patriarchy he represents, are not willing to admit
this flaw because it is a weakness and an affront to their honor. Their toxic masculinity causes
them to attack women who show skin, who wear bright colors, or who have pierced ears, but the
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speaker chooses to ignore the implications I have highlighted. Regardless of his hypocrisy, the
speaker persists in designating the women he believes can be harassed.
Further perpetuating this narrow demographic and contributing to the development of the
patriarchal speaker’s voice, Piercy’s speaker defines the parameters of a woman’s purity. If a
woman has been sexually harassed, she “should be a virgin” for the claim to be believable (41).
Immediately the speaker’s use of “should” reveals the identity politics at play. “Should” implies
a recommendation, expectation, and idealized norm and is not like the boldness Piercy displays
in “Rape poem” and “For Inez Garcia.” Conversely, too, this speaker is antagonistic, believing
only in the sexual harassment claims of women who are virgins. Furthermore, “Her immaculate
house is / bleached with chlorine tears” (41). “Immaculate” evokes the Virgin Mary, piecing
together the picture the speaker has been creating for what a sexually harassed woman looks like.
Only innocent, pure, holy women can be raped, assaulted, or otherwise sexually harassed.
Obviously, purity or a lack thereof does not allow women to be exempt from sexual violence.
The satire of the poem lies in the assumption the patriarchy only accepts claims of violence from
the specific woman the speaker describes, not the countless women he “others.” This failure to
acknowledge all survivors rather than a small subset angers Piercy, so she writes “grey flannel”
to make her readers feel that anger with her as they become more aware of the travesty of
injustice the patriarchy perpetuates.
Adding to Piercy’s anger, the speaker’s word choice of “should” and the concept of
purity refuse to go away. A woman “should” only know two men: her father and the “minister /
who patted her head / with his gloves on” so as not to soil her. Being safe with only two men
implies that women who are engaged in various levels of sexual activity or, perhaps, women who
simply have male friends, cannot be sexually harassed because they put themselves in danger by
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being in the presence of these unsafe men. It also fails to recognize acts of incest and molestation
that have been perpetrated by fathers and clergymen. Additionally, Piercy’s specificity of the
minister’s gloves reveals a requirement of cleanliness. Women who know more men, do not
believe in God, or both, will not be believed if they are sexually harassed because they are
“unclean” already. The speaker’s need for cleanliness connects to Piercy’s earlier point
concerning women’s honor in “For Inez Garcia.” If a man’s property is unclean, it is devalued,
so it makes sense for the perpetrators of rape culture to perpetuate these purity standards in
identifying women whose sexual harassment claims they choose to believe.
Nevertheless, it is also important to note that men are the ones who defile women. The
speaker hypocritically states that a woman “visited by female / angels only” can be sexually
harassed, but women who are in contact with men other than their father or a clergyman cannot
be. This distinction establishes a heteronormative existence for all women and a problematic,
inconsistent portrayal of men. If these two men are honorable enough to be allowed into a
woman’s inner circle, certainly the others in their gender could not be blamable for a woman’s
impurity through sexual violence. The speaker would be forced to admit his toxic masculinity
and blindness to rape culture. Those who blame victims utilize these types of arguments
fallaciously, never focusing on who has sexually harassed the woman, only on her personal
qualities.
Ultimately, the speaker makes explicit his position, echoing what I have already
unpacked in my analysis:
If you are other than we have
described above, please do
not bother to complain.
You are not a lady.
We cannot help you.
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A woman like you simply
cannot be harassed. (41)
This stanza is the only place in the poem where the speaker uses first-person pronouns, and the
“we” serves to exemplify the “we” of rape culture. “We” implies more than one person whereas
“a woman like you” is one individual. This scenario has quickly devolved into “Us vs. Them,”
and, utilizing Piercy’s concept of “superior force,” I suggest the woman, or, in a more inclusive
sense, survivors who make up the “Them,” will not and cannot win. The survivor is “not a lady,”
implying yet again that she is subhuman, imperfect because she does not meet the
heteronormative, conservative, clinical mold of female. In her study of rape “management,” Hall
acknowledges this bias in U.S. culture. Authorities in law enforcement and the medical
community most often approach rape prevention in terms of restricting women’s bodies rather
than addressing the toxic masculinity that Piercy argues “casts” a rapist (Hall 1-2). They also
ignore the same bias Piercy discusses in “grey flannel”:
The metonymic treatment of some women's bodies as rape space builds on an American
tradition in which the politics of race and sexual violation are inextricably linked.
Historically, the treatment of white, middle-class women as uniquely vulnerable has
worked in tandem with two other fictions: the myth of the black male rapist and the
stereotype of the sexually voracious black female. (4)
Moreover, Piercy’s lines also imply both men’s lack of control (“We cannot help you”) yet, at
the same time, their power in harassing women. Because no one will help these women, men can
do anything they want to them. No one would believe the women because they do not fall within
the parameters set forth by the speakers, thus creating an environment in which rape culture
continues to thrive. I suggest we can apply this kind of logic to male survivors just as aptly if not
more so, given their greater stigma in speaking out. As Beneke noted, male survivors feel greater
stigma because of the lack of attention shown to their demographic. Directing more attention to
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these neglected survivors will help generate awareness that men do not just rape but can be
raped.
Furthermore, Piercy’s use of “we” and “you” establishes a clear audience, telling us that
the speakers are the majority, the patriarchy responsible for rape culture and what Piercy would
call the “superior force.” The obvious audience is women outside the restrictions the speaker
describes, the “you” in the poem. However, men could also read and identify with the “othered”
women or, realistically, the patriarchal speaker himself. Piercy uses a confrontational structure to
chastise the hegemonic powers responsible for rape culture. Satire works, and while it is possible
her readership includes only women who would agree with her, her multi-faceted approach
benefits her case with a much more diverse audience. Even if the audience does not belong to
either the “we” or the “you,” they can see the power dynamics at work and the inequity of how
the “you” is treated. Thus, Piercy achieves her goal of promoting awareness of rape culture and, I
argue, inclusivity.
“Til It Happens to You”
Receiving the torch Second Wave feminists like Piercy have passed her, Lady Gaga
understands audience just as expertly as she addresses rape culture in “Til It Happens to You”
(2015). Rhetorically, Gaga directly addresses her opposition using second-person pronouns,
which, perhaps most importantly, are not gender-specific pronouns. There is a “you” and a “me,”
so all survivors are included. Furthermore, because this song debuted nearly 40 years after “Rape
poem” and “For Inez Garcia” and almost 20 years after “grey flannel,” Gaga’s direct address is
significant. Piercy, as I argue, never explicitly addresses her audience, especially in “grey
flannel” but in the earlier poems as well. Gaga, on the other hand, remains direct in her pronoun
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choice. Piercy’s poems and Gaga’s song need to be read and heard to spread awareness and
promote changing the toxic culture in which rape breeds.
In “Til It Happens to You,” Gaga uses repetition astutely to further her message, using it
like a personal mantra, but with motivation that falls flat because the mantra comes from
someone outside the survivor community. “It gets better, it gets better” leads to “pull myself
together, pull it together” (Lady Gaga). This remonstrance becomes
what the hell do you know
what do you know
Tell me how the hell could you know
How could you know
While in “grey flannel” Piercy utilizes third-person pronouns and reserves her second-person
“you” for the end of the poem, Gaga uses second-person pronouns to directly address her
audience throughout her song. She speaks directly to the people who want to help her, firmly
rebuking them for not understanding (“how the hell could you know”) and therefore not helping.
Similarly, Gaga utilizes repetition to accuse those outside the survivor community of not
providing adequate support to survivors. “You tell me hold your head up / hold your head up”
signals to the listener that those who are not survivors have too often encouraged survivors
without understanding the gravity of their situations. Surviving is not merely a matter of holding
one’s head up, and, in these lines, Gaga reflects that mindset. Still, she continues, “’Cause when
you fall, you gotta get up / You gotta get up and move on.” The appearance of 2nd-person
pronouns introduces the out-group in-group situation. There is a “You” telling the speaker to get
past her5 sexual assault, and the speaker is angry and hurt that the “You” would be so dismissive
of her experience.

I use feminine pronouns to reflect Gaga as the speaker, not to exclude other gender identities from the survivors’
mindset.
5
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Tell me how the hell could you talk
How could you talk?
’Cause until you walk where I walk
It’s just all talk.
Gaga plays with popular sayings in these lyrics: “Walk a mile in my shoes” and “walk the walk”
versus “talk the talk.” Actions speak louder than words. What has the listener, the “You,” done to
help survivors? Gaga, in her rebukes, suggests the “You” is only talking and needs to do more
walking.
Likewise, Gaga uses repetition to allow the seriousness of rape to sink into the listener’s
cognition:
How it feels
How it feels
'Til it happens to you, you won’t know
It won’t be real
No it won’t be real
won’t know how it feels. (Gaga, my emphasis)
Repeating “How it feels” lets the message sink in with the listener, and once that message sinks
in, Gaga further rebukes the listener who has not been raped, establishing a clear out-group and
in-group. Rape is an in-group experience. Those who have experienced it understand fellow
survivors, but those who do not, cannot. It “won’t be real” because they have no idea “how it
feels.” While Piercy works to explain survivors’ mindsets to her readers, Gaga decides it is best
to respect survivors and the solemnity of their experiences and not attempt an explanation.
Mardorossian might find this focus on a survivor’s inner trauma antifeminist in its
characterization of the speaker as “victim,” but for Gaga, appealing to the out-group for empathy
and acknowledgement is how she achieves her agency. She does not need their version of help
but help that actually works for her.
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Subsequently, Gaga gives the listener a glimpse into the reality of a survivor, letting them
walk into the in-group and understand the kind of help survivors need:
’Til your world burns and crashes
’Til you’re at the end, the end of your rope
’Til you’re standing in my shoes, I don’t wanna hear nothing from you
From you, from you, ’cause you don’t know. (Lady Gaga)
Gaga reveals the origin of the microaggression survivors develop as they navigate the world of
rape culture. I define microaggression in the feminist sense as continually feeling slighted by
hegemonic society and thus lashing out at each new affront. Gaga is tired of hearing how to
handle herself from people who do not share a similar survivor’s experience. Her subsequent
microaggression echoes the criticism Mardorossian makes against feminists whose only activism
involves speaking for survivors rather than letting them speak for themselves. The lines also
connect to “grey flannel” because the speaker assumes he knows survivor demographics. Piercy
and Gaga demand an end to victim-blaming and greater emphasis on helping survivors instead of
overwhelming them with false platitudes.
Conclusion

In reading their sung and written words, I argue there is a clear shift in how each artist
addresses her audience. Both women denounce victim blaming, but Piercy tackles toxic
masculinity in a way Gaga does not; however, Gaga’s directness and inclusivity resonate in the
community of survivors who have long endured patriarchal society’s hegemony. Gaga and other
survivors ask for acknowledgment and healing instead of victim-blaming. The out-group cannot
possibly understand the in-group, but the out-group can help dismantle rape culture as an ally.
Accordingly, Hall offers three rape prevention suggestions for feminists. First, target an audience
of men, not women (Hall 11). Both poets, to an extent, have done this, although I argue Gaga’s
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inclusivity is much more apparent. Second, overcome the idea of women as victims. Critics like
Mardorossian might argue Piercy struggles with this suggestion, but, as I have argued, she does
fight against it, as does Lady Gaga. Finally, Hall recommends avoiding the naturalization of rape
through survivors’ sharing of their terrifying stories (12-14). Piercy never directly shares
survivors’ stories but instead uses metaphors to help those in the out-group understand survivors’
mindsets. Gaga also avoids this mistake. Ultimately, I would be fascinated to read a similar study
20-40 years from now. Will we have made more leaps in disintegrating rape culture? I certainly
hope so.

CHAPTER 3
THE FIGURATIVE BODY

While feminists view body issues as vital to the Movement, they also consider intangible
concepts like acceptance, racial oppression, and sexism via intersectional feminisms.
Intersectionality is the acknowledgement that feminists bring into their brands of feminism
varying backgrounds of gender, class, race, age, etc. and therefore encounter mutually
constitutive prejudices and oppressions. In the following section, I focus on the inclusive
message of acceptance both Piercy and Lady Gaga promote and how that message further
contributes toward the intersectionality of feminism. Later in the chapter, I will discuss the ways
in which Beyoncé’s Black feminism employs gender, class, and race intersections and how
Taylor Swift’s white feminism concentrates solely on gender.
All Feminism Needs Is Love: Piercy as Lady Gaga’s Feminist Mother

People who practice self-love possess strength and fortitude, and that capacity of selfacceptance to strengthen the individual applies directly to feminism. When a person accepts their
individuality, they possess body peace, love others, and project confidence. Thus, self-love
directly interacts with body image and intersectionality. Nevertheless, loving and accepting
oneself often escapes notice among feminists and is considered unimportant to the fight for
equity and equality that drives the Movement. By reading Marge Piercy’s poems “Nuisance,”
“Portrait of the poet as a young nerd,” and “Deadlocked wedlock” alongside Lady Gaga’s song
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“Born This Way,” I demonstrate that these works illustrate self-love as precursor to selfconfidence and extend that confidence and love into other tenets of feminism, including
intersectionality and body image. Moreover, although critics have not commented on the
generational aspect, Piercy’s generation of feminists (which includes Gaga’s mother) influenced
Gaga’s motivation and ideals, which I read in key verses of “Born This Way”; thus, I will
revitalize current Piercy scholarship and demonstrate why Lady Gaga deserves consideration
from other feminist scholars by linking the two generations’ concepts of finding one’s identity
through non-conformity, intersectionality, and self-love.
Critical Discussion

The major theoretical framework in this section is derived from two related articles by
Suzanne Juhasz, who explores mother-daughter relationships. In “Mother-Writing and the
Narrative of Maternal Subjectivity,” Juhasz discusses how the psychological relationship
between mothers and daughters transfers into both the daughter’s and mother’s writing. The
daughter needs to feel acknowledged by her mother. Thus, her writing “may be viewed as
another facet of her search to get recognition; that is, writing can become a site, and a process,
for negotiating this originary relationship” between the daughter and mother (Juhasz 396).
Juhasz also elucidates how these maneuvers affect the daughter’s identity. Books, poems,
autobiographies, and even songs
written from the daughterly perspective are testimony to the power of the need and the
relentlessness of the search. Frequently, by way of this writing, the daughter/author is
able to recognize the separate subjectivity of the mother, and this achievement helps to
bring her own identity into being—even as her own vantage point or subjectivity is what
permits her to recognize her mother. (396)
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I briefly noted this kind of mother-daughter writing relationship in discussing Meghan Trainor,
who mentions her mother in “All About That Bass,” but, unlike Gaga, Trainor controls that
narrative, never directly quoting her mother, only paraphrasing her. Conversely, Gaga’s mother
is extremely important to Gaga’s development of her identity and her personal brand of
feminism, and that is why she writes her mother into the song as a speaker. Letting her mother’s
voice be heard helps Gaga “bring her identity into being,” and, as I suggest in the rest of this
section, it is how she learns to love herself.
Additionally, the coverage critics have given Lady Gaga remains deficient because of its
lack of text-based analysis. Most critics, like J. Jack Halberstam, Michael A. Peters, Curtis A.
Fogel, and Andrea Quinlan, discuss Gaga through the lens of cultural theory and focus more on
her performances and her persona than on her lyrics. Halberstam focuses on her performance,
describing it as “gaga feminism,” which the critic argues Lady Gaga has not introduced but has
instead popularized. Gaga feminism is “a form of activism that expresses itself as excess, as
noise, as breakdown, drama, spectacle, high femininity, low theory, masochistic refusal, and
moments of musical riot” (Halberstam, “Go Gaga” 125). Even as Halberstam explains this
theory more thoroughly in the book the article becomes, the critic never gives Gaga’s lyrics their
full appreciation. Instead, in Halberstam’s chapter on gay marriage, the critic sandwiches Gaga’s
political speeches, not her lyrics, in between well-developed, nuanced anecdotes and a treatise
against gay marriage (Gaga Feminism 95-129). While Halberstam’s theories on Gaga’s public
persona are thought-provoking, they do not support or even detract from my analysis, which
places greater importance on Gaga’s lyrics themselves. Peters, too, chooses to focus on Gaga’s
performances, suggesting they “delive[r] a release from the ordinary everyday world, the
continual aesthetic self-recreation of multiple identities that poses as a psycho-art experiment”
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(Peters 27). Fogel and Quinlan, on the other hand, view Lady Gaga as a “gendered warrior,” but
not in a way that benefits the Movement. In their reading of the music video for “Telephone,”
one of Gaga’s earlier songs, they argue she “represents the continued objectification and
dehumanization of women” (Fogel and Quinlan 187). Analyzing Lady Gaga only through her
public persona or music videos discredits her lyrical contributions. Therefore, part of my aim in
studying Piercy and Gaga together is to dismantle the binary thinking that makes so many critics
utilize cultural instead of literary theory in discussing pop musicians like Gaga. Reading her
lyrics as I would poetry, I abolish high-low cultural thinking and revitalize the scholarship for
forgotten poets like Piercy.
Analysis
Piercy’s Poems
As a representative of feminism before Gaga, Piercy provides context for Gaga’s motive
to promote individual acceptance of identity. Piercy’s poems confront the individual’s struggle
with conformity. In “Nuisance,” Piercy connects this conformity to self-love by telling the story
of a woman who relinquishes her individuality and, as a result, loses both herself and her lover.
The first line, “I am an inconvenient woman,” implies there is a way for a woman to be
“convenient” (Piercy, To Be of Use 12). Convenience normally involves products that increase
efficiency. Calling a woman “inconvenient” or even “convenient” is dehumanizing. Nonetheless,
the speaker prefers to be a “convenient” woman. It is what she is “supposed” to be. By making
convenience a major factor in the speaker’s character, Piercy criticizes the social hegemony that
regulates this norm in women. The speaker struggles with conformity because its ultimate result
is commodification, to which the second line contributes further insight: “I’d be more useful as a
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pencil sharpener or adding machine” (12). Both a pencil sharpener and an adding machine are
tools, and because the speaker believes being either of these tools would make her “more
useful,” she views commodification positively, implying she would like to be used like these
tools. Piercy criticizes women’s prescribed roles and questions how exactly the speaker’s actions
make her inconvenient. She loves a man1 very much but, despite this love, feels she is “not
supposed to” love him, “and it crowds my eyes / and jams my ears and burns in the tips of my
fingers” (12). Piercy’s verb choices reveal the speaker’s continued struggle with conforming to
the commodified role of woman she feels she is “supposed” to be. “Crowds,” “jams,” and
“burns,” are not only action verbs but harmful attacks. The speaker cannot love herself fully, and
that inward struggle hurts her deeply.
Piercy continues her analysis of commodification by repeating her negative personal
mantra, “I am an inconvenient woman.” The speaker ruminates on the possibility of her partner
“trad[ing]” her like an animal. Animals are “faithful and demand only straw,” and the speaker
feels “they make good overcoats,” which, because of her lack of self-love, constitutes her
personal view of a woman’s role in relationships (12). She believes animals make better partners
than she does. Furthermore, the speaker adds, animals “never call you up on the telephone,”
presumably like the speaker does. This line suggests she experiences the same self-doubt many
people have in relationships. Not knowing how much affection is too much, the speaker wants to
be something other than herself: an animal without the agency to make the mistakes she feels she
is making. She believes living as property of her lover would be better than loving and
embracing her own individuality because she has, to an extent, been brainwashed by the

Unlike Piercy’s other poems, we do know the speaker’s lover is male because she mentions the “black stubble of
your cheek” while describing him.
1
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hegemonic patriarchal society in which she lives. A “convenient” woman is low maintenance,
and though Piercy does not specifically use the word “maintenance” in this poem, I argue car
imagery appears throughout her collections (e.g., “Barbiedoll” and “What are big girls made
of?”) and is her primary way of commenting upon the commodification of women by the
patriarchy.
Another example of identity’s link with conformity occurs in “Portrait of the poet as a
young nerd.” In this poem, Piercy blends the speaker’s identity struggle with notes of
intersectionality, which can be read as her desire to be more inclusive. I suggest this
inclusiveness extends to minorities and, more specifically, the transgender community because
the speaker struggles to find her identity: “I chased myself” (Piercy, The Crooked Inheritance
21). She does not feel comfortable in her own skin, so she “slipped into bodies,” “mimick[ed]”,
and “tried.” She wants anything but to look inward, so she spends her time outside of herself.
Nothing, however, helps her feel accepted. “I could not find myself in any mirror. / I was not
what I was supposed to be. / I did not look like anyone I saw.” The phrase “supposed to be”
occurs in “Nuisance” as well. Both speakers feel like there is a standard to live up to, and each
feels the need to conform. They feel society expects more from them than what they realistically
can give. This feeling teaches the speaker in “Nuisance” a lesson about love, but for the speaker
of “Portrait of the poet,” the lesson is different. Her struggle focuses inward, on her own identity,
and it parallels the struggle some minority groups may face. Piercy never mentions skin color,
but if the speaker “did not look like anyone [she] saw,” I argue it is because most people she sees
are white, and she is not. Another possibility is to read these lines as coming from the
perspective of a transgender individual, which fits especially well within the speaker’s identity
struggle. Even her thoughts are foreign to her: “My thoughts were weird as monsters /
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superheroes killed in comic books” (21). The kind of weird Piercy means is unclear, but that the
speaker feels her thoughts are monstrous reveals she feels out of touch with her humanity. She
feels disoriented because she cannot find a place for herself in society, a feeling racial minorities
and transgender individuals attest to experiencing.
Furthermore, as Piercy develops the speaker’s struggle to discover her own identity in
“Portrait of the poet,” I read many more transgender elements. The speaker vacillates between
two genders, not sure where she fits. “I did not want to be a boy. . . . / nor did I want to be a girl
or woman . . . / Maybe I was an alien, a changeling” (21). Defying gender roles, the speaker says
men are “imbeciles” as her reason for not wanting to be one, but she never specifies why she
does not want to be female. Perhaps Piercy feels the reader already understands the speaker’s
reasoning, for Piercy devotes much of her poetry to discussing women’s issues and their
oppression. Nevertheless, I find it strange that the speaker gives a reason for not wanting to be
male but leaves her reasoning for not wanting to be female unsaid. Normally, Piercy’s voice in
her poetry is clear, outspoken, and fiery. In this poem, her speaker seems unsure of herself, so
this change in the tone adds strength to the poem’s theme of the individual’s struggle to discover,
accept, and love who they are. Her unclear language mirrors the often-unclear paths individuals
take to discover their true selves. Another element we rarely see in Piercy’s her serious feminist
poetry is humor. The speaker thinks perhaps she “would grow up to be a cat” before she settles
on “alien, a changeling.” The speaker’s love for cats trickles into her identity crisis and provides
levity in an otherwise solemn contemplation. These lines, Piercy’s tone change, and her addition
of humor all contribute to the message of individual nonconformity through intersectionality I
suggest the poem espouses.
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Another poem that embraces intersectionality wholeheartedly is “Deadlocked wedlock.”
In this poem, Piercy criticizes heteronormativity and its hypocrisy concerning the debate on
legalizing gay marriage that was happening in the U.S. in the early 2000s. She begins by stating
the basic hegemonic-approved relationship: “Marriage is one man and one woman, / they say,
one at a time, then another, then another” (83). “They say” implies that there are two distinct
sides in the debate, an “us” and a “them.” Given that “they” espouse heteronormativity in
marriage, “they” are clearly the patriarchy. Piercy confirms this by narrowing the “they” to “old
men . . . / with money.” Though she specifies no clear race, their “buffed faces” might indicate
tanned skin, which are likely white. Further solidifying my argument are the lines that describe
these men “lead[ing] their young blonds / and toddlers, second or third families, / the shopworn
wives donated to Goodwill” (83). “Leading” reflects the “superior force” Piercy discusses in
“For Inez Garcia” and fits within my reading of these old men as emblematic of the patriarchy.
Again, Piercy shows these men’s hypocrisy but also furthers the “lady” paradigm she develops in
“The grey flannel sexual harassment suit” because the new wife is “blond” and “young.”
Commodification, another of Piercy’s favorite themes, also shows up in “the shopworn wives
donated to Goodwill.” These men are not widowers. “Shopworn” and “donated” imply lengthy
use that has depleted the wives’ value to their husbands, not the wives’ death. The men divorced
their wives, trading them in for newer models. Piercy’s metaphor might be shopping, but she
could easily have used another car metaphor as she has done in past poems because to men of the
patriarchy, women are easily replaceable.
Nevertheless, despite that carefree attitude toward their own marriages, they cannot
fathom marriages between two men or two women. Piercy continues developing this
homophobic hypocrisy by making the men, the “they,” qualify their view of marriage as one man

52
and one woman. “It has always been so,” they retort (83). Except, Piercy points out, in the Bible,
Jacob married both Leah and Rachel, “and [had] the bondmaidens dropping children / his four
women competing to swell / like a galaxy of moons” (83). Not only does Jacob not practice the
monogamy these old men say he does, but he enslaves more women to produce an heir. Piercy,
decades after “The Moon Is Always Female,” returns to moon imagery, a traditional way to
characterize women. However, much like in “The Moon Is Always Female,” she complicates the
moon, multiplying it into many moons to form a galaxy. I suggest “galaxy of moons,” in fitting
with the slavery theme, signifies a harem. Jacob’s wives commodify their bodies by “competing
to swell” and produce children for him. “Galaxy of moons” also evokes the image of satellites
revolving around a certain celestial body. Since the women compete to produce for Jacob, he
represents the sun or star of their “galaxy.” Therefore, slavery, even sexual slavery, “they say,” is
warranted, but homosexuality never will be accepted.
Ultimately, in all three poems, once Piercy has discussed nonconformity and
intersectionality, she concludes by connecting these themes to the importance of self-love. In
“Nuisance,” as the poem progresses, the speaker, in the third stanza, opens up about her love.
Bodily, she loves him with her “arms and legs.” Intellectually, with her “brains,” she “want[s] to
read you my poems.” Personally, she wants to be completely understood: “I want you to kiss the
crosshatched remains of my burn” (Piercy, To Be of Use 12). “I want to tell you about when I
was ten and it thundered” and “I want to read you my old loveletters” are two more activities the
speaker would like to do with her lover. She also experiences sexual desire, saying she loves him
with her “cunt.” She clearly desires to be closer to him than she currently is, but it is unclear
whether he feels the same way.
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Unfortunately, this closeness will never happen. The speaker begins hopefully, declaring,
“I want you to want me / as directly and simply and variously / as a cup of coffee” (13). While
the adverbs “directly,” “simply,” and “variously,” imply a depth to love, I argue the speaker
begins to realize what she and the man have is not love. “Want” implies commodification, lust.
Nevertheless, she continues her entreaty, saying she would like him “to want to, to have to, to
miss what can’t have room to happen” This line is full of affection, but, again, I question the
nature of the affection given the lack of voice Piercy has given to the supposed lover. He never
has a voice in the poem, so he never fully reciprocates the speaker’s feelings. Subsequently, the
last lines confirm my reading: “I carry my love for you / around with me like my teeth / and I am
starving.” The man does not return her love because she has not conformed to his idealized
version of her. She is “starving” because she realizes he does not care for her and has no teeth
because she realizes she no longer loves him, so she cannot eat. The speaker’s love for the man is
infatuation, and that kind of affection is never satisfying, hence her starvation. She has not
accepted and embraced her identity, and until she learns this self-love, Piercy suggests that she
cannot fully experience and reciprocate it.
Contrastingly, Piercy concludes “Portrait of the poet” with the speaker realizing her
passion for words and, as a result, the self-love she feels. “I watched myself for extra power— /
the ability to read minds,” etc. implies that the speaker’s being different is truly othering, enough
so that she feels like she will become a superhero who exists outside of mainstream society.
Unfortunately, the speaker is unsuccessful in developing extra powers and finds “only balky
intelligence / and that slippery passion for words” (Piercy, The Crooked Inheritance 21).
Nevertheless, she eventually finds this love for words to be its own kind of power. She can do
anything and succeeds in surpassing expectations and breaking free. In conveying this message
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of freedom, Piercy utilizes bird imagery. As the speaker hones her word power, she finds she has
“broader wings than pigeons / bore the beaks and claws of eagles” (22). Finding her true calling
frees the speaker from her need to conform. She finds her true passion and, in doing so, begins to
love herself.
Returning to “Deadlocked wedlock,” I find yet again that Piercy culminates her
discussion of nonconformity and intersectionality in expressions of acceptance and self-love.
Adding to her argument in support of homosexuality, she explores how other cultures approach
their marriage practices. Not surprisingly, these cultures are diverse. There is much more
happening in the world outside of Christianity in the U.S. “In Tibet women had various husbands
at once,” and, “earlier times and different cultures / and tribes” men and women married other
men and women. Piercy uses sarcasm to point out the ludicrous nature of homophobia and how it
does not hurt anyone because “the sky never fell” (83). Instead, “People loved as they would and
must,” “must” being the most important word here because it emphasizes that these people
stayed true to themselves rather than conforming to the “one man, one woman”
heteronormativity. Even as these different sexualities existed, nature flourished: “Rivers still ran
clean and the grass / grew a lot harder and more abundantly / than it does for us” (83-84).
Homosexuality, Piercy argues, hurts no one. “What damage does love do?” she asks the reader,
and the answer is “None.” According to Piercy, restricting love restricts the environment only.
Thus, by allowing gay marriage, the U.S. would be much kinder to its environment. Looking
more broadly at the nature theme, I suggest Piercy emphasizes the naturalness of the love
homosexual individuals feel for each other. In keeping with the nature elements, Piercy returns to
bird imagery with “pigeon feathers” and “sky.” She juxtaposes this imagery with rivers and
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flowing waters, which, together, symbolize freedom and letting go, much like her conclusion in
“Portrait of the poet.”
Perfectly transitioning into her final call to action, Piercy calls out the old men and the
rest of the patriarchy for not being able to let go of their insecurities and allow freedom of
marriage to those outside the heteronormative parameters to which they cling. “Why, gentlemen
do you fear two women / who walk holding hands with their child?” Piercy’s clear, direct
address to her audience solidifies my earlier suggestion that she addresses this poem to the
patriarchy, the “gentlemen.” Observe any kind of homosexual activity, “and you catch mad cow
disease as a fallout?” (84). Again, Piercy utilizes humor as she satirizes these men’s political
views. Immediately, though, she becomes serious and psychoanalyzes them: “What do you hate
when you / watch lovers? What are you really missing?” These lines represent another instance
of Piercy turning the tables on her audience. She performs a very similar turn in “Rape poem”
when she details what “casts a rapist” after spending most of that poem discussing survivors’
experiences. This kind of psychoanalysis, though brief, asks readers, whether agreeing with the
patriarchy or not, to think about their personal views. What, indeed, are they missing if they still
believe in stripping away a loving couple’s rights to be married? Because she concludes the
poem with these questions without answering them, I suggest Piercy’s answer is similar to what
she argues rapists are missing: self-love. Instead, self-hatred lingers in the old men’s inner
selves, and they must act on that feeling and project it onto someone else, in this case,
homosexual individuals. Ultimately, because of its wide-reaching capacities, self-love truly is
important to achieving equity and equality in feminism.
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“Born This Way”
Piercy’s method of discussing self-love via nonconformity and intersectionalism is
similar to Lady Gaga’s approach in “Born This Way.” Gaga sings of how her mother taught her
to love and accept herself, and she utilizes that lesson to encourage that same self-love and
acceptance in traditionally marginalized groups like the LGBT community and racial minorities.
While Gaga is much more inclusive and expansive in her intersectionality than Piercy is, she
does address nonconformity in the chorus through her mother’s voice.
"There's nothing wrong with loving who you are"
She [Gaga’s mother] said, "'Cause He made you perfect, babe"
"So hold your head up girl and you'll go far,
Listen to me when I say"
I'm beautiful in my way
'Cause God makes no mistakes
I'm on the right track, baby, I was born this way
Don't hide yourself in regret
Just love yourself and you're set
I'm on the right track, baby
I was born this way (Born this way). (Lady Gaga)
“Don’t hide yourself in regret / Just love yourself and you’re set,” advises the audience not to be
like the speakers in “Nuisance” or “Portrait of a poet” (Lady Gaga). Perhaps Gaga’s mother, like
Piercy, has experienced self-doubt and struggled with her identity and therefore supports Gaga
and, subsequently, Gaga’s wide-ranging audience, encouraging them to be themselves to help
them avoid the same struggles she once faced. Regardless of her motive, her message of selflove “set[s]” a person on the path to success. She solidifies the importance of this pathway by
repeating “Ooh there ain’t no other way / baby I was born this way” as a mantra of reassurance
children and, frankly, people in general, need. Once is never enough for a behavior to sink in, so,
like a mother, she asserts her message multiple times to see that her audience receives it.

57
Much of Gaga’s discussion of nonconformity blends into her message of self-love. “Give
yourself prudence / And love your friends / Subway kid, rejoice your truth” (Lady Gaga). Gaga
advocates being a good person, making good choices, and being happy with one’s identity, or
“truth,” for, “in the religion of the insecure / I must be myself, respect my youth” indicates that
rejoicing in one’s truth becomes difficult when there are so many outside forces working to
dismantle or even destroy it. Instead of a religious faith, “religion of the insecure” should be
understood as conformity since Gaga must retain her individuality so that she can stay true to her
identity. As Piercy discusses in “Nuisance” and “Portrait of the poet,” conformity and being
“convenient” each epitomize the hegemonic discourse of how to live one’s life. Gaga rebels
against this discourse and advocates instead for nonconformity as a bridge to self-love and
acceptance of one’s true identity.
In addition to self-love, Gaga intermixes another religious allusion in her nonconformity
discussion: “Mi amore vole fe” (Lady Gaga). Critics2 seem to agree upon two3 different
translations, one within the context of the song and one generally. The first, which many look to
as the true meaning Gaga intended, is “My love needs faith.” Despite this meaning’s controversy
to Christians, some of whom are offended that Gaga would advocate for gay marriage, the phrase
does add an interesting context to the lyrics. Faithfulness does not mean conforming to a strict
doctrine but learning to love oneself so that one can love others and help them fight for equal
rights. Because of the presence of faith in the rest of the song, the first translation and its

Andrea D. Miller and Derrick Kranke et al. include in parentheses “love needs faith” when they quote this part of
the song whereas various translation sites prefer the one below.
3
The second translation, less likely to be Gaga’s but still equally interesting, is “Love cannot exist without trust.
This second translation is the first response listed in a Google search for “Mi amore vole fe,” and it does still tie
confidence and love together. Being secure in oneself helps one love others. One cannot love without security as the
speaker of “Nuisance” discovers.
2
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incorporation of faith into the discussion of self-love coordinates best into my reading of the
song.
Intersectionality dominates many if not all Gaga’s lyrics, and it is no different here.
Beginning in the first verse, Gaga briefly alludes to religion as she advocates for inclusion of the
LGBT community: “It doesn’t matter if you love him, or capital H-I-M” (Lady Gaga). “Capital
H-I-M” signifies God to many Christians, but they only capitalize “H,” not the entire word.
Given the context of the rest of the song, the all-caps can be understood more fully as
emphasizing the way both “him” and “H-I-M” are pronounced. The former is regular usage
whereas the latter could denote surprise, disgust, or even anger in the speaker. Again, because
the rest of the song promotes equality, this line functions most optimally to represent the two
major sides of the gay marriage debate, “him” representing heteronormativity and “H-I-M”
representing the LGBTQ community, a reading Juliet Williams echoes: “Gay men were widely
presumed to be the song’s primary subjects of address, but the lyrics cast the broadest possible
net” (Williams 30). Similarly, in the second verse, Gaga speaks for her generation’s perceived
contribution to feminism: acceptance. “A different lover is not a sin / Believe capital H-I-M”
(Lady Gaga). “Sin” recalls religious beliefs that homosexuality is blasphemous. In these two
lines, however, Gaga breaks the “norm” of heteronormativity and openly declares we should
“believe” in the rights for the LGBTQ community. She is all-inclusive in recognizing the
intersection of faith and sexuality and in using the phrase “a different lover,” going a step further
than Piercy, who uses genders when she discusses men marrying men and women marrying
women. Conversely, Gaga advocates for the entire spectrum.
Gaga continues her inclusivity by exploring intersections of class, race, and ability in the
third verse:
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Don't be a drag, just be a queen
Whether you're broke or evergreen
You're black, white, beige, chola descent
You're Lebanese, you're Orient
Whether life's disabilities
Left you outcast, bullied, or teased
Rejoice and love yourself today
'Cause baby you were born this way. (Lady Gaga)
“Whether you’re broke or evergreen” denotes class considerations, which Piercy rarely discusses
in her feminist poems. Gaga’s problems arise, however, in the following lines: “You’re black,
white, beige, chola descent / You’re Lebanese, you’re Orient.” These lines pull together a diverse
group of minorities, but they also controversially characterize Latin American women with
indigenous ancestry (mestizas) and people of Asian descent as “chola,” and “Orient”
respectively. People often use these words as slurs, and many critics point to them when
discussing “Born This Way” but do not fully explore the ramifications. Williams views these
racial slang terms as highly problematic, especially when critics are silent about them:
This minimizing approach is problematic on several scores. . . . the failure to address the
use of these terms encourages their further uncritical circulation. . . . [and] this lack of
engagement carries with it the pernicious suggestion that a small measure of racial
insensitivity might be a fair price to pay for such a resounding show of support for gay
rights. Most troubling of all may be the implication that an interrogation of the politics of
racialized identity has nothing to contribute to the formulation of a new feminist vision.
(Williams 36)
Even so, it is unclear how Williams would like Gaga to refer to multiple racial minorities
because she never expresses an alternative to the terms Gaga uses besides “neutral terminology”
(36). Which terms constitute neutrality but remain inclusive in the way Gaga intends in the
original lyrics? If Gaga unintentionally “others” the very groups she aims to include, that seems
like an entirely different fault than intentionally utilizing racial slang to be offensive. Both hurt
these minority communities, but the former does so in a misguided effort of inclusivity.
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Furthermore, Gaga concludes strongly by bringing in yet another oft-neglected community.
“Whether life’s disabilities / Left you outcast, bullied, or teased / Rejoice and love yourself
today” encompasses those with disabilities but also those who have otherwise been “othered” by
their peers.
However, Gaga unfortunately returns to her controversial characterizations in the bridge
of the song.
No matter gay, straight, or bi
Lesbian, transgender life
I’m on the right track baby
I was born to survive
No matter black, white, or beige
Chola or orient made
I’m on the right track baby
I was born to be brave. (Lady Gaga)
Though the first few lines bring in the LGBTQ community to feminism’s consideration, they
also use “Chola” and “Orient” again, perhaps suggesting that Gaga is recovering them from their
negative connotations in a similar way Eve Ensler does for the female pejorative “cunt” in her
monologue “Reclaiming Cunt” (Ensler 31). No explicit negativity is present in the surrounding
lines, so either Gaga reclaims the words or she had not considered the backlash she would
receive by using them. The former allows her to act as ally to these communities while the latter
displays a problematic lack of understanding of racial slurs and connotations but shows naivete
rather than malice.
Additionally, the theme of self-love and confidence endures and dominates within “Born
This Way.” As I briefly noted earlier, the major speaker for the song is not Gaga, therefore
changing how we should view her advocating for equal rights. Gaga’s mother taught her to
respect and love all people, and Halberstam, Williams, Kranke, Miller, Peters, and Fogel and
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Quinlan miss the crucial lines in the first verse that confirm my analysis: “My mama told me
when I was young.” Gaga’s mother is the source of these beliefs that Gaga then reiterates for her
fanbase. Given Gaga’s relative youth, her mother could, in fact, represent voices from either
Piercy’s generation or one slightly younger than hers, second-wave feminism in either case.
Numerous4 critics have argued about the essentialism of the song, including Williams,
who suggests that Gaga’s claim to be “born this way” is another way of getting the press off her
back for her unique persona.
As a celebrity who has turned the critical gaze on fame itself, Lady Gaga’s insistence that
she was “born this way” might thus be read as an exasperated refusal to explain or
account for herself. To insist that she is who she is because she was “born this way” is to
decline the kind of pop psychological logic that fuels a public demand to know ever more
minute details about the childhood, family situation, and upbringing of celebrities. At the
same time, the claim to have been “born this way” disavows agency in her selfproduction with the kind of ontological shrug that says not just “who knows?” but “who
cares?” In this way, “Born this Way” might be said to conjure a postessentialist feminism
that dispenses with critical hand-wringing over the taint of biodeterminism and instead
gets on with the creative business of self-reinvention. (Williams 33)
Viewing Gaga from a cultural approach rather than a text-based approach, Williams reads
Gaga’s lyrics but then utilizes Gaga’s personality and Williams’ own personal speculation rather
than the surrounding lyrics to make her point. She and other critics fail to isolate the important
detail of the mother-daughter relationship. In turn, although she acknowledges Gaga’s firstperson pronouns in the first verse as well as the fact her “mother’s advice is recounted,”
Williams does not unpack her observation of the mother’s advice (30). Gaga’s mother “rolled my
hair and put my lipstick on / in the glass of her boudoir” and then says, “‘There’s nothing wrong
with loving who you are’ . . . ‘Cause He made you perfect, babe / So hold your head up girl and
you’ll go far, / Listen to me when I say’” (Lady Gaga). Confidence and self-love are the keys to

Among others, Miller and Halberstam (Gaga Feminism) each explore “Born This Way” as an essentialist approach
to feminism.
4
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success, and the listener hears it straight from a Second-Wave feminist. However, Williams
analyzes the chorus without discussing the mother. That last line “Listen to me when I say” leads
directly into the chorus, so it is not Gaga, but her mother, promoting self-love and equal rights.
Indeed, Gaga’s connection with her mother is a connection with Piercy, who I suggest belongs to
the same Second Wave generation as Gaga’s mother. Though being alive during this generation
does not necessarily make one a feminist, my previous analysis of Piercy’s poetry reveals
thematic concerns of self-love, non-conformity, and individuality, all of which Gaga’s mother
also promotes in the chorus of “Born This Way.”
Interestingly, however, the chorus does not have the same quotation marks5 that the first
verse has when Gaga’s mother speaks. Often, when a monologue happens in literature, the
quotes disappear because we already know who is speaking, but the lack of end quotation marks
makes my argument that Gaga’s mother is the speaker of the chorus difficult to defend. Another
way of interpreting this ambiguity can be found in Juhasz’s “Toward Recognition: Writing the
Mother-Daughter Relationship,” in which she offers insight into my quotation conundrum by
discussing the conflicting subjectivity in mother-writing:
One cannot achieve self-identity without the active presence of another person. But to
know where “I” leave off and the other begins—to relate to the other as both subject and
object, to be both subject and object to another—is the hardest, even as it is the most
important, thing there is. No matter who else we have in the world after our mother, no
matter what ways we devise to do it better or do it again or do it in separate packages, she
is the one with whom we did or did not do it first; and the relationship with her that does
not end when a woman is twelve, or twenty-one, or fifty, or ever (not even after she is
dead), remains the place where this same struggle continues, over and over, all of our
lives. (Juhasz 162-163)
Juhasz invites critics of mother-daughter texts to embrace the blurred subjectivity. Though she
writes over a decade before Gaga, Juhasz’s criticism helps illuminate Gaga’s embrace of her

5

According to the lyrics published by Google Play
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relationship with her mother. Perhaps we are not meant to know when Gaga’s mother’s voice
ends and her daughter’s voice begins. The two women’s feminisms have become so blended
together as to be indistinguishable from each other.
Moreover, “Listen to me when I say,” with a comma, denotes Gaga’s mother as speaker,
and I contend if the quote never ends, she speaks for the entire chorus. This scenario is most
probable, especially since Gaga becomes self-specific in later verses. Gaga’s mother as speaker
of the chorus is significant for the reasons I have mentioned but also for the words of love she
offers her daughter and to listeners: “I’m beautiful in my way / ‘Cause God makes no mistakes /
I’m on the right track, baby, I was born this way” (Lady Gaga, my emphasis). The use of “my”
indicates the self-love Piercy also promotes in her poems. Each person has unique beauty. There
is no standard, no “convenient” way of living, as Piercy would say. Moreover, this self-love
echoes Juhasz’s discussion of the mother-daughter relationship as the daughter’s first practicing
how to love:
The daughter-mother relationship, because it is the first love relationship, serves as the
source for the initial development of gender and sexual identity, if only because the
issues that are engaged therein—of love and like, of recognition and idealization, of
connection and separation, of power over and power shared—are at the heart of the
identities that we need to form. (“Toward Recognition,” 167)
Finally, what is the most debated among critics but most relevant to my analysis of selflove is the anthem of the song, “born this way.” I agree with critics that this phrase is vague, but
I suggest it is meant to be diverse and wide-ranging even as it is universal. Each person has their
own quirks, so the vagueness of “born this way” is an apt way to disseminate that information to
a broad audience. In addition, it is important to remember that this is Gaga’s mother speaking, so
I suggest thinking of “born this way” as a mother saying each of her children are created
uniquely. Adding the religion aspect into the analysis, I return to the idea that God created each
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of His children uniquely. This belief is not an essentialist argument as Williams and others argue.
It is a fact in the lives of Catholics like Gaga and her mother.
Conclusion

Ultimately, confidence is key. We cannot love ourselves until we are secure in our own
true identities, and if we are, that love can stretch to accomplish many great things. Self-love
might be a tenet of feminism that critics scoff at, but that love makes other parts of feminism
possible. Piercy and Gaga both make that point abundantly clear. The speaker of “Nuisance”
does not love herself, so she cannot build a healthy relationship. This unhealthy self-loathing
occurs in “Rape poem” in the form of the self-hatred men feel that causes them to rape.
Additionally, self-love has the potential to right wrongs if given the chance. For example, in
“Portrait of the poet,” the young nerd learns to appreciate and love herself and her abilities,
ultimately finding a freedom and success she had not known previously. The patriarchal “old
men” spoken to in “Deadlocked wedlock,” contrastingly, hate and are homophobic because
“they” have not yet learned self-love. Societies who are all-inclusive thrive because self-love
leads to confidence, which leads to success. Piercy’s three poems interweave the importance of
nonconformity and intersectionality with self-love, and they culminate in “Born This Way,” the
self-love power ballad of 2011. Reading the poems and song together, I find support in the figure
of Lady Gaga’s mother, a second-wave feminist like Piercy, to argue that feminism has
incorporated and continues to better incorporate self-love to benefit the Movement.
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Beyoncé’s Contribution to Feminism Contextualized

In my discussion of feminism thus far, I have covered topics that are more universally
acknowledged as important among mainstream feminists—body image, sexual violence, and
self-love. However, if I conclude just having considered these topics, I risk essentializing
feminism by ignoring whole groups of people who identify with specific brands of feminism
connected to race, class, and other intersections. Particularly, Black feminism has stimulated
heated discussion within American music scholarship. Male and female artists in the rap, RNB,
and soul genres sometimes write misogynistic lyrics, but other artists, like Beyoncé, choose not
to contribute to that toxic culture. Instead, she celebrates and empowers, actions that manifest
themselves especially in “Formation,” which is included in her 2016 album Lemonade.
Beyoncé’s song represents the culmination of years of progress not just by feminists of color but
also Jewish feminists like Marge Piercy, who marched for civil rights and pointed out the
atrocities women of color faced years before Beyoncé’s birth. Reading Piercy’s three poems
“The token woman,” “Contributions to our museum,” and “A little monument,” I suggest
Piercy’s analyses of the commodification experienced by women of color, servitude endured by
people of color, and lukewarm response from mainstream feminists provide greater context to
illustrate why “Formation” is significant in its contribution to not only Black feminism but the
intersectionality of the Movement as a whole.
Critical Discussion

Various Black feminist scholars have contributed ideas to the scholarly discussion of
Black women’s experiences, but I specifically draw from Alice Walker, Barbara Christian, Treva
B. Lindsey, and Kristie Dotson. Christian, whom I discussed in the introduction, channels
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Walker’s essay “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” and, in studying the various modes of
artistry that Black women practice, advocates for an end to binary thinking: “Now when I think
of Alice’s high and low, I feel a new meaning. Because I am a black literary/feminist critic, I live
in a sharp distinction between the high world of lit crit books, journals, and conferences, the
middle world of classrooms and graduate students, and the low world of bookstores, kitchens,
communities, and creative writers” (Christian, Feminisms Redux 242). Similarly, Lindsey,
publishing decades after Christian and in the era of Beyoncé, asserts that Black feminism needs
both scholars and activists: “The future of Black feminism demands that we resist all attempts to
disentangle knowledge production from organizing and mobilizing. They fuel each other in
powerful and unique ways” (Lindsey 2). Publishing in the same journal issue as Lindsey, Dotson
admits that the Black feminist community needs new ideas but suggests such ideas are difficult
to theorize. Though she acquiesces to not offering any new ideas, I find her notion of the
“professional philosophy” within Black feminism quite appropriate to my discussion of Beyoncé.
“‘Black feminist professional philosophy’ refers to making a living from engaging in and/or
doing philosophy, where one’s work, in large part, is centered on Black feminist activism,
advocacy, research, and/or theory, and one’s work is produced in institutional spaces where an
infinite regress of theory production is assumed and recognized” (Dotson 49). In “Formation,”
Beyoncé articulates her life experiences as a Black woman to further Black feminist activism and
advocate for other Black women. I suggest that because she incorporates several ideas from these
previously mentioned Black feminist scholars, she contributes to what Dotson calls “Black
feminist professional philosophy” and utilizes Lemonade to begin her “infinite regress of theory
production” for Black feminism (49).
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Analysis

Piercy’s Poems
Before discussing Beyoncé, I will contextualize her lyrics through Piercy’s feminist
poetry, beginning with “The token woman.” “The token woman” exhibits multiple ways in
which women are commodified by the hegemonic society. Specifically, Piercy discusses women
of color, who she suggests are “token” women, women who are only included because of their
skin color but are still oppressed and mistreated. Piercy elucidates the token woman’s
commodification, describing her as “gleam[ing] like a gold molar in a toothless mouth” and
“arriv[ing] like a milkbottle on the stoop / coming full and departing emptied” (Living in the
Open 71). The first of these descriptions demonstrates the duality of the token woman’s
existence. She is the impressive “gold molar” that society needs just for show, for if she were
meant to contribute, she would not be in a “toothless mouth” that offers her no additional
support. Moreover, Piercy adds the “milkbottle” simile to establish that indeed, the token woman
is meant to be used. Her utility constitutes her worth, and once she is “empty,” she is worthless.
Building upon her commodification language, Piercy injects that “The token woman falls like a
melon seed / on the cement: why has she no star shaped yellow flowers?” (71). The hegemony
belittles and commodifies the token woman into nothing but a seed and drops her onto cement,
not the ground, so she has little chance to grow. Ironically, despite this nourishment, the token
woman must still prove her value by growing into an exotic “star shaped flower” to please her
oppressors.
Most evocative, however, is Piercy’s commercialization metaphor:
Your department orders her from a taxidermist’s catalog
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and she comes luxuriously stuffed with goosedown
able to double as sleeping
or punching bag. (72)
At the height of their commodification, women of color become objects one can select from a
“taxidermist’s catalog,” which is significant in that the women in the catalog would already be
dead much like the animals normally featured. Luckily for the consumer, however, the women
come “luxuriously stuffed” and can “double as sleeping / or punching bag.” In these lines, Piercy
satirizes affirmative action, which preferences women of color for greater diversity in the
workforce. Though they are included in the workforce in greater numbers, the women’s merit to
their employers is for “sleeping,” which implies a sexual purpose for her, and “punching,” which
implies violence intended towards her. Thus, even when she seemingly achieves diversity, the
token woman fights a battle that is never-ending and rigged for her to lose each time.
Besides their commodification, another principal reason for women of color to lose is
their continued servitude to the hegemonic culture that oppresses them. For example, in “The
token woman,” Piercy describes the token woman as being “placed like a scarecrow / in the
longhaired corn: her muscles are wooden” (71). Scarecrows help farmers frighten away
predators, but, aside from Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz, scarecrows lack individual autonomy.
They are also not alive, much like the taxidermist’s crafts mentioned earlier in the poem. Instead,
the token woman has been “placed” in the field for her specific purpose, and because her
“muscles are wooden,” she cannot run away from her servitude. Like commodification, servitude
is inescapable.
Furthermore, Piercy picks submissive verbs to highlight the inescapable subservience
women of color maintain:
The token woman carries a bouquet of hothouse celery
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and a stenographer’s pad: she will take
the minutes, perk the coffee, smile
like a plastic daisy and put out
the black cat of her sensuous anger to howl on the fence all night. (71, my emphasis)
The verbs I have italicized indicate the indentured servitude of the token woman in the words’
passive and submissive qualities. “Carries,” though an action verb, implies the bringing of one
item to another person, who has the power in the relationship. “Will take” is in the future tense
because this task is and will always be the job allotted to the token woman. Instead of
contributing to what is included in the minutes, she passively listens to the voices of others and
regurgitates and reorganizes the content for future use by her superiors, who we can also identify
as Piercy’s “superior force” from “For Inez Garcia.” Moreover, “Perk” and “smile” evoke
Piercy’s earlier characterization of the girlchild in “Barbiedoll,” who is made to “smile and
wheedle” in compliance and subservience to the men she aims to woo. In “The token woman,”
Piercy adds a sexual component in the phrase “put out.” Although in the context of the poem, the
phrase denotes the literal action of placing her anger outside where her superiors do not hear it, it
also combines with “perk” and “smile” to imply that the token woman’s servitude could be
sexual in nature, an implication that hearkens back to the slavery era when female slaves could
not say no to the white male plantation overseers and owners when they asked for or forced them
to perform sexual favors. Additionally, the “black cat” metaphor suggests that the token woman
is unable to express herself in front of her white coworkers. She must not respond angrily to the
oppression she faces. Instead, she must set it aside. Thus, in bottling her emotions so regularly
and continually, she diminishes her creativity and self-worth, and, as I demonstrated in the
previous section, these diminishments lead to a lack of self-love, degenerating the token woman
even further.
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Another poem in which Piercy discusses the servitude of women of color is
“Contributions to our museum.” In this poem, Piercy discusses the ways in which slavery lingers
in U.S. historical relics. She begins the poem with the line “I cannot worship ancestors,” a
declarative sentence which invites a warrant explaining why. Her answer digs immediately into a
troubled U.S. history: “All the tall ruffled ghosts / kept servants who pressed those linen shirts,
who murmur still in the carved and fitted stone / the life that was stolen from them” (74). Piercy
cannot venerate the founding fathers, who are now just “tall ruffled ghosts,” because she knows
that these men who helped structure the country kept slaves, yet history tells little to nothing
about those people’s lives. These people of color receive no recognition. Thus, Piercy concludes,
“How can I love Mount Vernon / with its green alleys and its river perspective / and its slave
quarters?” (75). She argues that as a society, we cannot study only the happy parts of our history
in which George Washington served as the first U.S. president but sweep under the rug the
abhorrent fact that he and other men of his time owned slaves.
Coincidentally, Piercy illustrates the ineffective, unenthusiastic response mainstream
feminism has given intersectionality in her poem “A little monument.” In this poem, Piercy tells
the story of an “unknown martyr of civil rights,” her cat (What Are Big Girls Made of? 37). By
discussing her cat, she draws in readers who are sympathetic to animals, and she also creates
empathy in the reader. Cats, after all, are considered loved ones. By using words like
“Trustingly,” which implies innocence, and “belly up,” which denotes submission, Piercy
establishes her cat as a non-threat as she leads into the cat’s purpose, which is to motivate her to
fight for civil rights. Because the speaker mentions Ann Arbor and Chicago, two cities where
Piercy has lived, I assert the speaker is Piercy and that in this poem, she recounts her personal
conversion to political activism. Before she was a feminist, Piercy lived with her parents in a
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neighborhood whose minority population was quickly increasing. In the poem, Piercy describes
her parents’ talk about selling the house, which is indicative of the white flight to the suburbs
which occurred in the late 1940s and early 50s when Piercy was growing up. However, “no one
would buy / except Blacks. The neighborhood was changing, / everybody said, and run down”
(38). Piercy’s tone suggests her parents and the other adults in the neighborhood do not
appreciate the presence of people of color there. Nevertheless, her parents have no choice but to
sell “to a Black doctor” (38). In retaliation, Piercy’s ex-boyfriend feeds her cat poison, and the
cat dies. This incident, not the atrocities being committed against people of color, brings Piercy
into the Movement, and it is, Piercy admits, problematic:
My head was a jumble of prejudices repeated
and Black girls and boys as real as my hands
but it was my cat who recruited me
for civil rights years later . . .
. . . a gentle cat with a stupid name
who sent me marching and shouting for justice. (38)
By admitting she has been repeating the prejudices she heard from her parents and other adults,
Piercy illustrates how racism is perpetuated. It is a learned behavior, not a natural one.
Nevertheless, in elucidating her journey away from racism, Piercy problematically dehumanizes
people of color as “real as my hands.” While their humanity is real, their comparison to hands is
akin to Piercy comparing a whole to a part and not productive in trying to convince current
racists to change their views. Also, that a cat’s death propels Piercy into fighting for civil rights
demonstrates the necessity of intersectionality. When they are clouded by prejudice or insulated
from people who are different from themselves, as Piercy is in the poem, white feminists do not
understand the reality women of color face, and thus never seek to be allies for them.
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Furthermore, as Piercy explains, complacent views of history only perpetuate feminism’s
lack of intersectionality. In “The token woman,” for example, Piercy describes the token woman
as “a sandbag plugging / the levee: shall the river / call her sister as the flood waters rage?”
(Living in the Open 71). “Sandbag,” another example of commodification, also signifies
affirmative action in the sense that a woman of color fulfills a purpose by fitting the needed
diversity of her race, ethnic origin, or both. Like a sandbag, she fills a gap, but she must fill that
gap while fighting off the “flood waters,” which I suggest signifies her oppression by white
hegemonic society. White feminists, who are part of the “river” that causes the flood waters, feel
they are being inclusive, but, in all reality, they are overwhelming her, even while they claim her
as “sister.”
Following these remarks, Piercy appeals to these lukewarm feminists, calling them to
change their feminist worldviews:
Another woman can never join her,
help her, sister her, tickle her
but only replace her to become her
unless we make common cause,
unless she grows out, one finger of a hand,
the entering wedge, the runner
from the bed of rampant peppermint
as it invades the neat clipped turf
of the putting green. (72)
Piercy suggests there is no way for other feminists to help women of color unless feminism
embraces intersectionality, making it vital to the life of the Movement. “Unless she grows out,
one finger of a hand” calls for the feminist community’s full integration of women of color
because the current Movement is a “neat clipped turf.” This apt description evokes Piercy’s
“lady” paradigm from “grey flannel” in that mainstream feminism needs the diversity of
peppermint because the turf is more artificial than peppermint, whose presence is as natural as
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each finger of a person’s hand. Thus, Piercy calls for women of color to be welcomed into the
Movement, for their invasion is a positive, natural change.
Similarly, Piercy discusses feminism’s need for intersectionality in “Contributions to our
museum”:
When the ghosts of Susan B. Anthony and Mother Jones,
of Harriet Tubman and Tecumseh and August Spies
dance on our small smokes as we picnic on the lawn,
we will preserve the slave quarters tenderly
because there are no more ghettos, no wage-slaves
and no soft domestic slavery bounded by rape. (75)
Piercy calls for feminists to venerate the champions of the oppressed rather than the oppressors.
That change needs to happen; otherwise, the U.S. will continue to have the problems initiated by
slavery that have lingered into the modern era. Earlier in the poem, Piercy suggests that
mainstream feminists picnic on the lawn of Mount Vernon without thinking of the people of
color whose lives were deemed unimportant to share in obeisance to the founding fathers. In the
stanza above, she returns to the “picnic on the lawn,” this time imagining a world in which
intersectionality is so widely practiced and embraced that historical museums will “need to
preserve” slavery artifacts because, in Piercy’s imagined future, there is no current model, like
“ghettos, . . .wage-slaves / and . . . soft domestic slavery,” to compare for understanding. Thus,
she implies that, outside of the world of the poem, slavery does persist in the U.S. via
sharecropping, economic inequality, and sexual violence against women of color.
Ultimately, the progress feminism has made is not enough, so Piercy concludes
“Contributions to our museum” with a subtle but effective reminder about historical precedence:
The past leads to us if we force it to.
Otherwise it contains us
in its asylum with no gates.
We make history or it
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makes us. (75)
Feminists should be the change they want to see in the world because if they do not act in
addressing the Movement’s lack of intersectionality, history will continue to repeat itself and
dictate the hegemonic discourse of racism and of antifeminism.
“Formation”
Subsequently, the work by Piercy and other feminists to address the lack of
intersectionality in feminism’s main goals has proved successful in allowing intersectionality to
develop and thrive within different brands of feminism. 40 years after Piercy’s poem “The token
woman,” Beyoncé’s song, “Formation” mentions no commodification of women of color.
Instead, Beyoncé, whose lyrics suggest she is motivated by the Black community’s history of
servitude, devotes much of the song to valorizing hard work and wealth accumulation. She
begins with “Bitch I’m back, by popular demand,” which implies her message is gaining traction
within the Black community. Black feminism is becoming increasingly more accepted and
acknowledged, and Beyoncé contributes to the ongoing discussion by normalizing successful
Black females: “Paparazzi, catch my fly and my cocky fresh / I’m so reckless when I rock my
Givenchy dress (stylin’)” (Beyoncé). These lines insinuate the media’s belittlement of Black
women, telling them they cannot flaunt their wealth. “Givenchy” is an expensive brand, so
Beyoncé is “reckless” for wearing it because the dress reveals she has more money than a Black
woman “should.” However, she flaunts her money because possessing wealth is uncommon for
Black women, an unfortunate reality that Dotson highlights:
When the median wealth for Black women in the United States is $100, which is indeed
the case, then we are not doing fine. When 34 percent of Black trans* people live in
extreme poverty, earning less than $10,000 a year, we are not doing fine. When 60
percent of Black women report experiencing some form of coerced sexual relation before
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the age of 18, then we are not doing fine. This is all exacerbated when you consider how
much higher the risk of sexual assault becomes when one is Black, trans* and living
under the poverty line. We are not doing fine. (Dotson 50)
The media, in the form of paparazzi, chastises Beyoncé, a wealthy Black woman, for eclipsing
the low socioeconomic status it deems she should live within. Nevertheless, Beyoncé seeks to
celebrate her success and to encourage other women to keep their heads high as they work to
achieve similar goals.
Furthermore, Beyoncé shows that money does not have to change a person: “Earned all
this money but they never take the country out me / I got hot sauce in my bag swag.” Her
inclusion of hot sauce demonstrates that successful Black women like herself remain able to
embrace their culture even as their wealth accrues. This ability to embrace both the “high”
culture of wealth and the “low” culture of hot sauce hearkens back to Barbara Christian’s notion
of high-low thinking. Kevin Ball concurs, suggesting “the portrayal of black culture in
‘Formation’ is not only driven by a message of pride; rather, we see the circuitry of a black
‘cosmic’ everyday—both fraught and blasé, aristocratic or grassroots—as the precondition for
reframing the contemporary milieu of black political action” (Ball 2). Additionally, as Ball
points out, Beyoncé’s reference to hot sauce highlights her Southern heritage: “‘Formation’ is an
anthemic declaration of black southern pride, investing the heterogeneous cultural identity of the
black American South” (Ball 2). There need not be a separation between the amount of money a
person has and their cultural connectivity. Therefore, Beyoncé can “rock [her] Givenchy dress”
and carry hot sauce in her purse without being shamed by the paparazzi (Beyoncé).
Accordingly, Beyoncé discusses the work ethic she has developed to achieve her wealth
as well as the pushback she receives from the patriarchy: “I see it, I want it, I stunt, yellow-bone
it / I dream it, I work hard, I grind ‘til I own it / I twirl on them haters, albino alligators”
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(Beyoncé). The first two lines create the idea of the American dream in the classic picture of a
person striving diligently every day in pursuit of a dream, yet, in achieving that dream, Beyoncé
still has “haters,” and the comma separating this word from the phrase acts as an appositive. Her
“haters” are “albino alligators,” which I suggest signify rich white men who cannot fathom a
Black woman who is as successful as they are, let alone more successful. Despite feminism’s
progress toward intersectionality, the patriarchy still interferes to disrupt Black women’s lives,
but, in this case, not oppress them. Beyoncé shows no concern for the “albino alligators.”
Instead, she includes them at the end of the line as an afterthought, unimportant in the wake of
her rising wealth and power.
Moreover, Beyoncé reverses the patriarchy’s long-held “superior force” by asserting that
she and other women can be that force:
When he fuck me good I take his ass to Red Lobster, cause I slay
When he fuck me good I take his ass to Red Lobster, cause I slay
If he hit it right, I might take him on a flight on my chopper, cause I slay
I might get your song played on the radio station, cause I slay
I might get your song played on the radio station, cause I slay
You just might be a black Bill Gates in the making, cause I slay
I just might be a black Bill Gates in the making. (Beyoncé)
It is women, not men, who “slay” and are the breadwinners of the family. In this context “slay”
signifies being successful despite oppressive forces working against that success. Black women
professionals can support their male partners with lavish dinners, helicopter rides, and help in
advancing their careers. Therefore, Beyoncé epitomizes Dotson’s notion of the “Black feminist
philosophical professional” as she challenges patriarchal norms. Furthermore, not just the man is
able to accrue as much wealth as Bill Gates. Women, Beyoncé enjoins, also can reach that level
of success. People of color can and will succeed as Black feminism empowers them to do so.
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Accordingly, Beyoncé discusses how that empowerment occurs: Black women must “get
in formation” (Beyoncé). Utilizing a call-and-response method, common in African American
literature and gospel hymns, Beyoncé affirms her message of empowerment that Black women
can be successful.
Sometimes I go off (I go off), I go hard (I go hard),
Get what’s mine (take what’s mine), I’m a star (I’m a star)
Cause I slay (slay), I slay (hey), I slay (okay), I slay (okay)
All day (okay), I slay (okay), I slay (okay), I slay (okay)
We gon’ slay (slay), gon’ slay (okay), we slay (okay), I slay (okay)
I slay (okay), okay (okay), I slay (okay), okay okay okay okay
Okay, okay ladies now let’s get in formation, cause I slay
Prove to me you got some coordination, cause I slay
Slay trick or you get eliminated. (Beyoncé)
These verses constitute a call to action for the Black feminist community to “slay” the patriarchy
and “prove” they can be successful because they have not yet proven themselves. The women’s
responses, indicated in the parentheses, demonstrate the welcome reception Beyoncé’s words
receive. She calls for Black women to realize their potential for greatness because if they do not,
they “get eliminated.” Their chance for economic success will disappear. For some, that message
is problematic, but in addressing these critics, Beyoncé then reiterates the message she gives at
the beginning of the song, stating, “You know you that bitch when you cause all this
conversation / Always stay gracious, best revenge is your paper.” Beyoncé has sparked debate
among Black feminists, and, frankly, white feminists who are not inclusive. Along those lines,
Daphne A. Brooks points out that Black women often find resistance when articulating their
issues to feminists outside the Black community: “Crafting a voice of black female discontent in
black female popular culture is . . . a slippery slope of if one aims to avoid the caricature of ‘the
angry black woman’” (Brooks 184). However, instead of approaching these critics aggressively,
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Beyoncé advocates for black women’s education and financial success. Having a college degree
money, or both, “your paper,” are the “best revenge” against the “albino alligators,” who will
become even more infuriated at the increasing success among Black women. Nevertheless, the
patriarchy’s hatred does not affect Beyoncé’s resolve, nor should it affect the resolve of other
Black feminists, for they are “in formation” and stronger as a result.
Conclusion
By reading “The token woman,” “Contributions to our museum,” and “A little
monument” alongside “Formation,” I reveal that Piercy’s poetic groundwork contextualizes and
greatly increases Beyoncé’s contribution to Black feminism. Because I begin with Piercy’s focus
on the commodification of women of color, their prolonged servitude, and their lackluster
inclusion within the Movement, I more clearly illuminate Beyoncé’s emphasis on wealth and
power and her call to action. Intersectionality is vital to the Movement, and that means
empowering women of color who have long been oppressed. “Formation” is an anthem for Black
women and Black feminism. Inclusivity within feminism is important, so branches of feminism,
like Black feminism, need songs like “Formation” and allies like Piercy to bring them into the
Movement by discussing their lives, which do, indeed, matter.
“Blank Space” Feminism: Priorities Dictated by Privilege

For decades, the right to choose has remained a staple of feminism. This rhetoric of
choice began with women’s access to birth control but has since developed into numerous
choices that vary depending on one’s personal brand of feminism. One such choice might be to
date in a cycle of successive relationships, but women, especially celebrities, receive shame from
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latently sexist media outlets for engaging in this activity. For example, Taylor Swift’s tendency
in her songwriting to draw from numerous past relationship experiences receives criticism from
paparazzi and other forms of media6. These groups believe Swift operates within the role of the
“crazed man-eater” and perpetuates that status by continuing to write about her messy break-ups
(Yuan, This Is Our Song 235-236). Because of this viciously sexist media coverage, Swift
decided to act, satirizing the media’s view of her. That rebellious, satirical result is “Blank
Space.” As I have demonstrated in previous sections, feminism supports many causes and
intersections. Looking solely at the content of what Taylor Swift expresses in “Blank Space,” I
would suggest she does not fit within any of those brands and is not a feminist; however, reading
her lyrics as satire, I reveal a far more compelling argument. First providing a background for
Swift’s concentration on love and relationships via three of Marge Piercy’s poems—“The box,”
“Living in the open,” and “Love’s clay,”—I assert that Swift’s satirical response to the media’s
portrayal of her supposed self-objectification, objectification of partners, and selfishness reveals
her white privilege, and, while she advances feminist goals in her focus on gender, they pale in
comparison to the goals of feminism that women in the previous sections have expressed.
Critical Discussion
To explain Swift’s privilege, I return to the notion of intersectionality. As Sherry B.
Ortner states, feminism’s politics originally focused solely on liberating women by bringing

Four years before she would compose “Blank Space,” Rob Sheffield, in his 2010 review of Speak Now, accuses
Swift of being “a high-strung, hyper-romantic gal with a melodramatic streak the size of the Atchafalaya Swamp”
(Sheffield, This Is Our Song 79). Even though he follows up this insult with a commendation, designating Swift to
be “in a class by herself,” he unnecessarily degrades her in other comments like “get used to that [bad] guy, Taylor,
you’ll be meeting a lot of him,” which insinuates she will continue making poor decisions in relationships but also
insulting her informally using her given name not her last name, which would have preserved professional distance
(79).
6
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equality to the sexes so that “neither sex had the right to dominate or discriminate against the
other. But the American feminist movement has gone through many changes since that time,
under the impact of challenges from minority, queer, and . . . third world women” (Ortner 533).
These challenges to feminism’s political goals resulted in a shift to intersectionality within the
Movement. Meanwhile, “the issue of male dominance or patriarchy has become on the one hand
more muted, and on the other hand more complicated, more intertwined with other forms of
inequality like race, class, and sexuality” (533). For that reason, Swift’s attack on sexist media
qualifies as feminist because it rejects patriarchal oppression of women. Nevertheless, Swift is
not part of a race, sexuality, or class group that the patriarchy oppresses, and, as my analysis will
show, her white feminism, as I have been calling it, only concerns other white cisgender women
when she could be using it to act as an ally for oppressed minorities. Women of color and
transgender individuals also experience patriarchal oppression, but their feminisms are further
complicated by intersectional concerns of race and sexuality and are therefore different from the
sexist oppression Swift undergoes. I see this mindset clearly in Swift’s declaration that she
“knows what it is to be a woman in today’s society, in the workplace or in the media or
perception. What you should accept from men, what you shouldn’t, and how to form your own
opinion on that” (Swift, qtd. in Block, This Is Our Song 232). Her idea of feminism centralizes a
patriarchal oppression of women by men, regardless of race or sexuality, so her prime goal in her
feminism is combatting that sexism even though in doing so, she leaves out certain groups of
women.
Nevertheless, as Ortner points out, the patriarchy does still exist: “Insofar as feminism
has survived as a scholarly and/or political project, it is almost entirely concerned with women
and/or gender. What has largely disappeared is a concern with patriarchal power, a concern that
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was so central to early feminist work” (545). In that sense, Swift’s address of sexist media
depictions constitutes what Ortner would like to see from feminists because Ortner argues
neglecting the patriarchy allows it to gain strength and orchestrate violence in its aggression:
“While it can appear in a relatively benign form (though always grounded in an assumption of
male superiority and female inferiority), it is often the basis of aggression and violence” (545).
My analysis of the patriarchy in the sexual violence section arrives at a conclusion like Ortner’s.
Thus, though seemingly innocuous compared to her peers’ focus on intersectionality, Swift’s
satire against sexism performs a needed task in fighting the patriarchal oppression of women.
Analysis

Piercy’s Poems
Before dissecting Swift’s satire, it is important to contextualize her position within
previous feminist discourse by Piercy, who reveals in “The box” and “Living in the open,” that
commodification and objectification remain latent in dating culture. In the former poem, Piercy
discusses the speaker’s struggle to fix her relationship but concludes ambiguously so that the
reader does not know how better or worse the relationship becomes. What is clear, however, is
that the speaker and her partner objectify each other: “I am a problem; you will solve me. / I am
a demand; you will cancel me. I am a shortage; you will audit me” (Piercy, Living in the Open
44). The speaker describes herself in objective nouns, not human characteristics. Then, through
verb choices and object pronouns, she shows how her partner uses her. The construction of
Piercy’s sentences within these lines identifies a clear subject, the speaker’s partner, and a clear
object, the speaker. Thus, the speaker participates in self-objectification by putting her partner as
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the subject “solv[ing],” “cancel[ing],” and “audit[ing]” her. She gives herself no agency.
Communication between the two partners has broken down: “Sometimes you confuse me / with
air, with water, with pollen” (44). The speaker’s partner objectifies her in naturalistic terms that
each have a connotation of intangibility. One cannot grasp “air, . . . water, . . . [or] pollen,” so if
the speaker’s partner sees her as such, he or she does not or cannot fully understand her. There is
no dialogue between the speaker and her partner, only an expectation that the speaker’s needs be
placed before her partner’s. This breakdown in communication, Piercy asserts, is unhealthy in a
relationship.
Furthermore, in “Living in the open,” Piercy looks critically at dating culture, describing
relationships using a marketplace metaphor. She states, “We trade each other in. / Talk is a poker
game, bed is a marketplace, love is / a soggy trap” (47). Piercy condemns insincere romantic
contact, and this condemnation is clear in her use of the words “trap,” “game,” and
“marketplace,” each of which evoke connotations of hunting, gambling, and business
respectively. By associating these activities with relationships, Piercy highlights the
disintegration of human interaction. Hunting, of course, involves a predator-prey hierarchy, so by
equating that practice with dating, Piercy reveals the true inequality she perceives in dating
culture when partners objectify each other or place one over the other in a position of power.
Furthermore, when a person gambles, greed consumes them in their pursuit of increased wealth.
Similarly, when engaging in business, a person often places their emotions aside and instead opts
for a more cutthroat mindset to get the best deal. Relating gambling and business to dating places
a commodified value on each partner. Each person’s worth is subject to “trade” in the
relationship “marketplace.” Likewise, Piercy pursues these gambling and business metaphors
more overtly in the following lines:
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Property breeds theft and possession,
betrayal, the vinegar of contempt.
This woman, does she measure up?
This man, can I do better?
Each love is a purchase that can be returned
if it doesn’t fit. (47)
Piercy exposes dating culture as a sanctioned form of objectification; one person possesses the
other. Channeling her earlier comparisons to gambling, business, and hunting, she describes the
competitiveness, commodification, and objectification happening in modern relationships.
Instead of loving their partners, the people Piercy criticizes wonder whether they could “do
better,” as if they are shopping7 for a better deal.
In addition, she implies that if a person is single, that person must seek a relationship
promptly. For that reason, the speaker announces her single status as if she is a house going on
the market looking for a buyer: “I must be public / as a dish of hors d’oeuvres on a bar. / I must
hunt the shrubbery of couches for my prey” (46). “I must be public” reflects Piercy’s perception
of societal pressure put on individuals to advertise their relationship status if they are single, the
assumption being singlehood is merely a transition into being in a relationship, which is
preferable. This coercion into coupling becomes even more problematic when the speaker relates
her single status being public to “a dish of hors d’oeuvres on a bar” (46). Piercy’s comparison
designates dating culture as a buffet, a metaphor which objectifies singles but also hints at a set
of power dynamics. After all, that one partner is on the buffet implies another has the power to
select whichever single “dish” they want. Since Piercy places her female speaker on the buffet, I
suggest she views the patriarchy as the objectifying partner eating off the buffet. In addition, I
view the “shrubbery of couches” as denoting Piercy’s ire for how removed from humanity

Recall that Piercy also uses the metaphor of shopping in “Deadlocked Wedlock” when she describes the patriarchal
men’s wives as “shopworn” and “donated to Goodwill.”
7
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emotions have become. Instead of interacting with each other as human beings, people engage in
dating much like a mating episode from Animal Planet. The human female (who, in the context
of the poem, is the speaker) stalks the male through the “shrubbery of couches.” Interestingly,
the connotations of this phrase contradict the previous “hors d’oeuvres” metaphor in which
partner holds the power by giving power to the speaker, who “stalks.” Juxtaposing these
metaphors together places equal blame on both partners for perpetuating objectifying dating
practices.
Furthermore, according to Piercy, humans have become too accustomed to instant
gratification and consumer-driven culture, and these lusts have crossed over into their
relationships. She exposes instant gratification as a symptom of the selfish nature human beings
increasingly have developed as the result of mass consumerism:
People ask questions
but never too many.
They are listening for a button to push
to make it go away. (46)
Piercy highlights people’s lack of engagement and their sluggishness to move outside their
comfort zone. They will only ask the questions that are convenient for themselves and take the
easiest option, which, in this case, is the “button to push to make it [their problem] go away.”
She also sees an ever-increasing shallowness in the people around her. They put up a façade of
interest but do not pay adequate attention to the feelings and views of others. This aloof manner
of viewing the world would explain how partners begin to objectify each other since each person,
in Piercy’s analysis, approaches the relationship out of self-interest rather than interest in the
needs of their partner.
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Piercy’s focus on the threat of self-interest to relationships suggests that self-love can go
too far and become unhealthy narcissism when it should be altruism. To illustrate this selfinterest in action, she describes the speaker’s struggle to put her partner first:
How loud the clash of my needs
in my pockets as I run to you
keys and coins jangling.
My hungers yowl and scrap in the gutter.
I will wring you for a few drops of reassurance.
My fears are telling the beads of your spine. (47-48)
Expecting a partner to deal with all of one’s needs is unrealistic. Moreover, constantly needing
reassurance is a sign of low self-esteem and lack of self-love. The speaker uses her partner; we
do not even know if this partner has similar competing needs because the speaker does not care
to ask or include that information. Instead, Piercy presents the perspective one-sidedly to solidify
the speaker as so self-absorbed that she struggles to “hear [her partner’s] voice over the subway
roar of [her] will” (48). Acknowledging her partner “requires discipline,” which would not be the
case in a healthy relationship.
Piercy further explores self-interest as a sign of infatuation, not love, in “Love’s clay.” In
this poem, she compares the realities of love and infatuation, painting love in its actual, gritty
colors but still preferring it to the unsatisfying alternative infatuation presents. By painting
“Infatuation [as] fun, a tango / in a grove of mirrors,” Piercy reveals how self-satisfying
infatuation is (Colors Passing through Us 111). The grove of mirrors reflects the narcissism
involved. No love is present, just motivation to gain the self-assuredness a person feels in the
presence of a person who adores them: “Infatuation [is] peacock tails, / fountains of rose petals, /
always music underneath crescendoing.” Though these words depict a beautiful ideal, they are
unrealistic and ostentatious. Focusing on the appearance of their partner and how the two of them
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appear together in their relationship, partners who are infatuated do not grow beyond the selfinterested narcissism Piercy describes in both “Living in the open” and “The box.”
Love, on the other hand, Piercy suggests, signifies personal growth because it satisfies
only if one puts in the labor. In “Living in the open,” she transitions from her critique of the
objectification she sees in dating culture to a discussion of what she believes love is: being
forward and truthful within a relationship:
Can you imagine not having to lie?
To try to tell what you feel and want
till sometimes you can even see
each other clear and strange
as a photograph of your hand. (Living in the Open 46)
Piercy presents trustworthiness as a huge revelation, asking whether the reader “can imagine,” it
as if not lying is as common an occurrence as a mythical unicorn arriving at an important
business conference. Her sarcasm conveys the harsh truth that in modern dating culture,
trustworthiness is difficult to find. Communication between partners has disintegrated so far that
“to tell what you feel and want” is a radical concept when Piercy asserts it should not be.
Consequently, her call to action urges fewer distinctions that fuel the concept of dating as
entering a “marketplace”:
No more lovers, no more husbands
No masters or mistresses, contracts, or affairs,
only friends,
No more trade-ins or betrayals,
only the slow accretion of community, hand on hand. (48)
Piercy advocates rethinking relationships to focus instead on treating partners as fellow human
beings in a two-way communication channel: “Help me to be clear and useful. / Help me to help
you.” Back to the fundamentals, she insists. Treat others as they would like to be treated: “You
are not my insurance, not my vacation, / not my romance, not my job, not my garden. / You wear
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your own flags and colors and your own names” (48). In acknowledging her partner’s humanity
and personality as outside her own, the speaker realizes her partner does not exist to fulfill her
own needs. Instead, her partner is a person with unique needs and thoughts. Again, Piercy’s
message is not new; instead, it is a reminder to value humanity in an increasingly commodified
and objectified world.
Ultimately, Piercy’s ruminations on relationships come to fruition in “Love’s clay,” in
which Piercy describes what love looks like and how it is not always easy, pretty, or simple.
Love is cutting onions
for supper when you are
already tired. Love is patched of hope and habit and desire,
a tent mended nightly. (Colors Passing through Us 111)
In contrast to the selfishness involved in relationships based on infatuation, objectification, and
commodification, loving relationships require daily maintenance, attention, and care. There will
be tears, strife, and heartache, but, without love, which Piercy describes metaphorically as a tent,
one has nowhere to live. Accordingly, she continues,
Love
is just work, what you do
day after next
like bricks laid end to end.
Referencing her earlier indictment of shallowness and needing the easiest answer, Piercy does
not cower from admitting love’s labor intensiveness. It is “tough as a bone / you gnaw on, suck
out / the marrow.” Alternatively, however, that same bone of love can make you “soup / and,
surprise, it sustains you.” Love is not always an extravagant, romantic dinner like infatuation, but
it does provide more than enough nourishment. Piercy conveys this “surprise” nourishment
sarcastically to highlight how even a small amount of love satisfies easily but also as a reminder
not to ignore the work two partners put into a relationship. In a sense, she suggests that hard
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work pays off when one person strives to love another, and that is why “Love is all / you
remember as you’re dying” (111).
“Blank Space”
Taylor Swift, in “Blank Space,” unintentionally hearkens back to Piercy’s analysis of
self-interest, objectification, infatuation, and love as she satirizes the media’s portrayal of her
songs’ blurring of love and infatuation. Swift does this by presenting a speaker who objectifies
love, herself, and her partner. Immediately, this character asks, “Love’s a game, want to play?”
(Taylor Swift). By calling love a game, Swift’s character rejects its serious nature by
dehumanizing her relationships into two players rather than human beings with feelings. Playing
a game, one might choose to quit at any time or, as Piercy discusses in her metaphor of
gambling, employ practices which hurt one’s partner but benefit oneself. This quick jump to the
objectification of love against which Piercy fought strongly demonstrates the media’s view that
Swift does not take her relationships seriously, choosing instead to approach to her relationships
strategically:
Got a long list of ex-lovers
They’ll tell you I’m insane
‘Cause you know I love the players
And you love the game (Taylor Swift)
Swift’s character admits she pursues players who she knows will break her heart, yet she does
not take any actions to break this cycle. Additionally, she herself introduces the idea of the game
and asks her partner to play. Inviting someone to play a game means she is also a player of that
game, so her insistence that only men “love the game” is unfounded and hypocritical. By
presenting her character’s view of relationships as paradoxical, Swift exposes the media’s
caricature of her as utterly ridiculous.
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Additionally, Swift’s character also says to one suitor, “I can read you like a magazine,” a
statement that implies her understanding of relationships as dispensable. Often, people read
magazines once and then have no further use for them, so by equating her partner to a magazine,
Swift’s character objectifies him as a partner that she can read and dispose of if she finds him not
to her liking. Her partner becomes a commodified value. This commodification and the
character’s previous objectification both represent the ways in which Swift feels the media
outlets have mischaracterized her.
Moreover, Swift’s character deludes herself by viewing the world as filled with binary
oppositions that are unhealthy. She asserts, “So it’s gonna be forever / Or it’s gonna go down in
flames.” “It,” in this case, is her current relationship. The way media outlets have portrayed
Swift, she believes either a relationship endures and becomes a happy, long marriage (“forever,”)
or it fails miserably. This character has no concept of middle-ground scenarios in which her
relationships end amicably or in agreement, and I suggest this lack of foresight contributes to her
careless attitude toward relationships. She knows there is a chance the relationship will end, so
why try? Similarly, in asserting “It’ll leave you breathless / Or with a nasty scar,” Swift’s
character believes she will either stay in love or be hurt, a statement which simultaneously
reveals her willing victimization in pursuing the men she knows will break her heart and the
media’s sexism entrenched in this type of coverage of Swift’s life.
Instead of popularizing the feminism of equity and equality, Swift brands her feminism in
her own victimization by sexist media. Their depictions of Swift’s personality describe it as
kaleidoscoping to meet the needs of her partner, prompting, the character admits, for her partners
to question, “‘Oh my God, who is she?’” Not only does this character not feel stable in her
identity when she is in a relationship, but she also lacks fidelity and breaks the trust of her
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partner, reveling in the destruction her unhealthy attitude creates. The lines “Screaming, crying,
perfect storm / I can make all the tables turn / Rose gardens filled with thorns” should terrify the
listener because they reveal Swift’s character as proud of being able to manipulate her partner
through her own created chaos. If that were not enough, the character later states she “get[s]
drunk on jealousy / But you’ll come back each time you leave / ‘Cause darling I’m a nightmare
dressed as a daydream,” sentiments which are equally horrifying. The contradictions continue to
accrue, and Swift’s feminist status, according to the media, plummets with each one.
Furthermore, Swift’s character does not distance herself from her carelessness but instead
actively embraces it. She directly acknowledges she is “young and reckless” and will most likely
“take this [her relationship] way too far” (Taylor Swift). In this sense, the media, according to
Swift, believes Swift glorifies in her mistakes, and this glorification is what attracts some
millenial (and, often, white) feminists to follow her. Nevertheless, this type of white feminism is,
as Piercy would suggest, self-serving. Reading the song satirically, I understand Swift’s need to
free herself from certain media outlets’ sexist portrayals. However, intersections of feminism,
like those dealing with race and sexuality, arise because of oppression members feel from
hegemonic white cisgender society, of which Swift is a member. Moreover, Swift does not
include these intersections in her brand of feminism, which she describes as “women and men
hav[ing] equal rights and opportunities” (Swift, qtd. in Hoby, This Is Our Song 202). She
excludes all minority communities in this definition, seemingly rejecting feminism that is
intersectional but instead is only based upon gender. Thus, even when I read the song satirically
and label the media outlets as sexist oppressors, I must persist in my original assertion that
“Blank Space” is simply a problematic discourse on white feminism.
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However, I hesitate to condemn Swift for not being a “proper” feminist. Roxanne Gay
asserts that there is no such thing as “good” feminists and that expecting perfection is unrealistic
because
movements . . . are associated only with the most visible figures, the people with the
biggest platforms and the loudest, most provocative voices. But feminism is not whatever
philosophy is being spouted by the popular media feminist flavor of the week, at least not
entirely.
Feminism, as of late, has suffered from a certain guilt by association because we conflate
feminism with women who advocate feminism as part of their personal brand. When
these figureheads say what we want to hear, we put them up on the Feminist Pedestal,
and when they do something we don’t like, we knock them right off and then say there’s
something wrong with feminism because our feminist leaders have failed us. We forget
the difference between feminism and Professional Feminists. (Gay x)
Gay argues there are only “bad” feminists because no one is perfect. Even the most wellmeaning feminists have faults, but that does not mean they care less about the Movement. Gay
makes a valid point that not every action a feminist performs is conceived and performed in the
service of feminism. Nevertheless, I disagree and argue that feminist critical theorists and those
engaging in critical analysis still must evaluate artists’ works objectively. Swift, like many white
feminists, persists in her dismantling of the patriarchy’s sexism, and her fight against sexist
media helps publicize the latent patriarchal forces still operating in U.S. culture. My analysis
exposes her as a “bad” feminist because even though she is white, Swift still could be paying
attention to, learning about, discussing, and acting on intersectionality, actions she does not
display in “Blank Space.” Gay’s classification of “bad” feminist highlights how the feminism of
Swift might be problematic when compared to Piercy’s or Gaga’s, both of whom are white
women who still manage to offer varying levels of inclusivity and intersectionality in their work.
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Conclusion
Though Swift satirizes sexist media within “Blank Space,” describing the song itself as
feminist is challenging. Piercy contextualizes the objectification of love as a game, and Swift’s
character displays red flags of the self-absorption that Piercy warns against. Piercy’s analyses
help to illuminate Swift’s satirical lyrics as misguided and troubling as they regard the media’s
portrayal, but the lack of intersectionality with which Swift approaches her feminist lyrics makes
it difficult to discuss her alongside more outright feminists like Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, and even
Meghan Trainor. Instead, “Blank Space” more closely resembles an aired grievance from Swift.
It is wrong that the media portrays her as being caught in a vicious cycle of poor self-esteem
which wreaks havoc on her personal relationships. However, in attempting to carve out a brand
of feminism that empowers white cisgender women who face sexism, Swift insults and excludes
those who benefit from feminism’s growing intersectionality and abuses her white privilege.

CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSION

By exposing how Second Wave feminist Marge Piercy and millenial feminists within the
pop music community approach feminisms of the literal and figurative body in similar ways, I
connect the two through their activism within the Movement. While the notion of the
“hauntology” of feminism purported by Munford and Waters is one way to describe this
relationship, I prefer to adhere to Christian’s concept of high-low cultural thinking. These two
generations of feminists, though separated by genre, come together to advocate for feminist
issues of the literal and figurative body in very similar ways. Meghan Trainor and Marge Piercy
both discuss the literal body by lauding curvy women with large butts, helping shape a feminism
dedicated to body image. Piercy and Lady Gaga, in turn, each advocate for survivors of rape,
though I argue Gaga’s more current placement in the chronology explains her greater
effectiveness in audience appeal. Likewise, decades apart, she and Piercy also discuss the
figurative body by promoting intersectionality. The decades-long contextuality Piercy brings to
my analysis of these millenial pop musicians is especially evident in Beyoncé’s song
“Formation” since Piercy’s poems help highlight the reasons for which the song holds such
incredible power for Black feminists. Finally, serving as an artful illustration of why
intersectionality matters especially within white feminism, Taylor Swift’s “Blank Space”
concludes my discussion by displaying a noted lack of inclusivity in its focus on combatting
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sexism in the media. Feminists like Piercy discussed both the literal and figurative body, and
millenial feminists continue the Movement’s fight for equity and equality.
Nevertheless, I hesitate in urging further use of the key terms “Second Wave” and “Third
Wave” feminism. These terms can help in a chronological discussion, but they further serve as
barriers preventing feminists within these generations from understanding the commonalities
they possess in their worldviews. When I discuss “Second Wave” feminism as occurring
between the ‘60s and the ‘80s, I am limited by the perception of this generation, and this
limitation is equally true with ‘90s “Third Wave” feminism. Neither generation possesses a
monolithic platform of feminist views, and to discuss the feminists in each generation in this way
is not productive because, as I have shown throughout my analysis, literal and figurative body
issues equally pervade both waves of feminism. For these reasons, I suggest feminist theorists to
consider how we should discuss past feminists and whether the current labeling system needs
readjustment or complete abolishment.
Going forth from this study, I urge those utilizing feminist critical theory to consider
studying together different genres like poetry and pop music. Bringing together not only genres
but generations avoids viewing feminists in narrow terms like “feminazi” and instead allows for
inclusivity by giving voice to groups like pop musicians, especially those whose feminisms
include intersections of race, class, sexuality, etc., who are traditionally underrepresented in
academia. I would be very interested to read a similar study of a now contemporary poet with
feminist musicians from decades into the future to see how feminism continues to grow and
change. Given what I have found in this study, I predict nothing but positive change.
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